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The Feminine Harp as Feminist Tool:
Early Professional Footing for Women in Mid-Twentieth-Century America
by
Chelsea Lane
Advisor: Emily Wilbourne
In 1930s North America, women—for the first time—were accorded permanent principal
positions in significant American orchestras. Edna Phillips, Alice Chalifoux, and Sylvia Meyer,
all students of the legendary harp pedagogue Carlos Salzedo, have been celebrated as pioneers
for the prestigious employment they obtained in the Philadelphia Orchestra, Cleveland
Orchestra, and National Symphony Orchestra, respectively, between 1930 and 1933. Despite the
impressiveness of these accomplishments, however, the narrative of their “firstness” is not
wholly accurate. In actuality, female harpists have occupied orchestral posts as acting principals,
substitutes, and second harpists since the very inception of orchestras. The cause for their early
inclusion therein was directly and indirectly related to the feminine connotations of the
instrument formed in eighteenth-century French salon culture and molded by literature, artwork,
music, and ideologies over the course of the next two centuries. This research attempts not to
dismiss the myths that have come to be assumed as fact, but rather to understand why and how a
cauldron of events, large-scale cultural shifts, and specific individuals shaped these narratives
and created lasting professional opportunities for female harpists.
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In the early twentieth century, the U.S. musical instrument manufacturer and retailer
Oliver Ditson Company targeted a specific clientele for the sale of their Lyon & Healy harps, as
revealed through the following advertisement:
The harp is pre-eminently the instrument for women, as it not only offers the pronounced
opportunities for the display of personal graces but really compels the cultivation of
pleasing movements and poses. Here is an opportunity for the average young woman to
learn a profession at once delightful and remunerative, and one which carries with it a
certain desirable distinction and dignity worth working for.1
The way in which the Oliver Ditson Company markets harp to women reveals several societal
beliefs during this time: 1) the harp was coded feminine, 2) it was desirable for women to look
“pleasing,” and 3) the harp provided upward mobility for the “average young woman.” In
addition to social benefits, the harp increasingly offered women not only economic earning
potential, but also an opportunity to find professional footing alongside male musicians. How
these “feminine” stereotypes of both harp and women co-evolved over several hundred years to
paradoxically create extraordinary “feminist” opportunities in the workforce is the subject of this
dissertation.2
In 1930s North America, women—for the first time—were accorded permanent principal
positions in significant American orchestras. Edna Phillips, Alice Chalifoux, and Sylvia Meyer,
all students of the legendary harp pedagogue Carlos Salzedo, have been celebrated as pioneers
for the prestigious employment they obtained in the Philadelphia Orchestra, Cleveland
1

Oliver Ditson Company advertisement, Box 7, Folder 27, Sylvia Meyer Papers, L. Tom Perry Special Collections
Library, Harold B. Lee Library, Brigham Young University, Provo, UT.
2
I primarily use the term “harp” in this dissertation to refer to the pedal harp (first to denote the single-action harp,
and then to refer to the double-action harp, the latter of which is now commonly used in symphonic settings). The
harp’s various physical transformations resulted in changing perceptions about the instrument’s functionality, social
phenomena that are expanded upon in the introduction and first subchapter (“The pedal harp’s ‘feminization’ in
Europe”) of Chapter I.

1

Orchestra, and National Symphony Orchestra, respectively, between 1930 and 1933. Despite the
impressiveness of these accomplishments, however, the narrative of their “firstness” is not
wholly accurate. In actuality, female harpists have occupied orchestral posts as acting principals,
substitutes, and second harpists since the very inception of orchestras. The cause for their early
inclusion therein was directly and indirectly related to the feminine connotations of the
instrument formed in eighteenth-century French salon culture and molded by literature, artwork,
music, and ideologies over the course of the next two centuries. This research attempts not to
dismiss the myths that have come to be assumed as fact, but rather to understand why and how a
cauldron of events, large-scale cultural shifts, and specific individuals shaped these narratives
and created lasting professional opportunities for female harpists.
While these trends, notably the significant strides made by female harpists in orchestral
settings, were not limited to the U.S. during this time, I have chosen to focus this body of work
on North America, as it has not been as thoroughly studied as other regions, and the stereotyping
of music—and the harp specifically—as feminine in the U.S. is particularly pronounced.
Furthermore, the landscape and history is more familiar to me, a professional harpist of the
twenty-first century who was raised on certain stories about my pedagogical and performing
harpist predecessors. Because of this background, I am aptly poised to consider these narratives
critically. Furthermore, I have a vested interest in understanding the current and future state
surrounding the harp’s reception in the U.S.

There is little academic literature focused solely on the harp, and even less about the harp
and gender, despite numerous references to the instrument’s feminine connotations and the

2

success of female harpists in the realm of professional orchestras in third-wave feminist literature
about women in music, studies about sex-role stereotyping of musical instruments, and
gender-breakdown statistics of prestigious orchestras.
Scholars in the 1980s and 1990s who published reparative women’s histories in the field
of music acknowledged that female harpists were some of the first instrumentalists to gain
professional footing. One such example can be found in
, a pioneering anthology of women’s musical histories.3 In this text, various authors
provide biographies of notable female musicians, while others recount women’s musical roles in
Western culture, occasionally mentioning the social acceptability and status symbol of girls’
adoption of certain instruments, among which was the harp. Two of the later chapters of the book
examine musical life in America surrounding the turn of the twentieth century. First, Judith
Tick’s seminal work, “Passed Away is the Piano Girl,” provides context about the expectations of
women leading into the 1900s, namely their relegation to the parlor and how they began to
thwart those stereotypes in favor of more ambitious futures; the inspiration for this chapter’s title
comes from the critic Huneker’s observation in 1904 that “[...] the piano is passing and with it
the piano girl.”4 Then, Carol Neuls-Bates’s “Women’s Orchestras in the U.S., 1925–45” picks up
Tick’s narrative to portray how, despite—or perhaps in light of—the musical culture surrounding
their study of instruments, women fought to perform on the concert stage, whether by
participating in all-women’s orchestras or by gaining professional status amongst men in major
orchestras.

3

Jane M. Bowers and Judith Tick, eds.,
University of Illinois Press, 1986).
4
Tick, “Passed Away Is the Piano Girl: Changes in American Musical Life, 1870–1900,” in
235.

3

(Urbana:
,

Following in the footsteps of Tick and Neuls-Bates, Beth Abelson Macleod’s

traces women’s path to professional musical careers in twentieth-century America, highlighting
select instrumentalists’ and conductors’ trajectories. 5 The first chapter “Whence Comes the Lady
Tympanist,” which is often cited in literature on music and gender, explores historic biases
against female performers, who were encouraged to play only certain instruments and whose
femininity in performance settings was harshly criticized. Macleod provides a case example of
Edna Phillips, who, due to the “suitability” of the harp she played, was granted early entry into
the professional world (specifically, Macleod mentions, as the first female musician admitted
into the Philadelphia Orchestra—a designation that is only a half-truth, as will be discussed in
the body of this work). Later chapters emphasize the ideal characteristics of women (including
their attractiveness), the practice (and resulting male wariness) of American female musicians
perfecting their musical skills at European conservatories, the culture of touring in North
America, and the increase in the number of women in professional orchestras over time, partially
due to the implementation of blind auditions. A graph included in the book presents the harp as
an outlier in these statistics, an instrument whose gender breakdown has skewed heavily female
since at least the 1940s. Macleod attempts to answer the question of

women achieved the

status they sought in the burgeoning women’s movement rather than simply stating that they
made great strides.
Perhaps unsurprisingly, given the insistence on the harp’s feminine identity by these and
other scholars, the harp itself received one of its most significant historical compilations during
the height of feminist scholarship by harpist-art historian Roslyn Rensch in 1989, in a book

5

Beth Abelson Macleod,
(Jefferson, NC: McFarland, 2001).

4

.6 True to its title, the book covers a broad range of subjects,

entitled

including the evolution of the harp from antiquity to the present, an overview of famous harpists
and their contributions to the instrument, and an examination of harp repertoire, among other
topics. Because of the breadth of areas addressed, virtually everyone who has written about the
harp has consulted Rensch’s book as a starting point in their research. Several histories of the
harp (published between 1932 and 1976) by harpist-musicologist Joseph Joachim Zingel
preceded—and provided content for—Rensch’s

, but only his most recent
, received an English translation (1992).7

publication,

Now, both the Rensch and the Zingel are frequently-cited resources in harp scholarship.
However, both Rensch and Zingel were more concerned with summarizing and compiling
information about the harp than offering in-depth contextualization and analyses of changing
trends, particularly those related to issues of harp and gender, which subsequent researchers
attempted to tackle.
Olga Gross was one of the first harpist-scholars to focus a body of work entirely on the
feminine stereotyping of the pedal harp. Gross discusses the changing social statuses of harpists
and the implications of gender role expectations dating back to the eighteenth century in her
articles “Gender and the Harp (Part I)” and “Gender and the Harp (Part II),” published in
.8 The articles weave broader conversations about the history of women
and music into brief biographical closeups of several notable harpists, whose pathways to
“success” are described. Gross also questions how male harpists were able to thrive
professionally while performing on a traditionally “feminine” instrument, which she attributes in
6

Roslyn Rensch,
(Bloomington and Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, 2007).
Hans Joachim Zingel,
, trans. Mark Palkovic (Bloomington, Indiana: Indiana
University Press, 1992).
8
Olga Gross, “Gender and the Harp, Part I,”
13, no. 4 (Winter
1992): 30–33 and Gross, “Gender and the Harp, Part II,”
14, no. 1 (Summer 1993):
28–35.
7

5

part to the “masculinization” the harp underwent with the addition of Érard’s pedal mechanism.
The 1993 article ends with some examples of more modern harpists, albeit primarily
non-classical musicians, who have broken the mold of the “angelic harpist” and a hypothesis that
“perhaps the stereotypes will themselves become myths.”9
Ann Yeung, whose dissertation and accompanying articles relate to “Gender, Image, and
Reception,” can perhaps be credited with creating the most organized summary of the harp’s
gender connotations and resulting social history from the Middle Ages to the present. 10 By
combining previous research that addresses harp and gender, including works by aforementioned
scholars Rensch, Gross, Tick, and Neuls-Bates, with period-specific scholarship, and by
expanding the timeline back several hundred years, Yeung is able to present a more complete
narrative of the harp’s physical transformation—and resulting recreational and professional
usage—over time. The breadth of Yeung and Gross’s topics make for excellent resources for
future study.
Another harpist-scholar Lia Lonnert published the short article “On professional female
harpists: ‘the delicate fingers of the ladies,’” which, while mainly revisiting previous scholarship
from the 1990s on the topic of the harp’s “feminine” connotations, draws into the conversation
newer research on sex-role stereotyping of instruments and gender breakdowns in orchestras
from the twentieth to twenty-first centuries.11 Lonnert’s dissertation “Surrounded by Sound:
Experienced Orchestral Harpists’ Professional Knowledge and Learning,” completed shortly
thereafter, surveys the world of orchestral harp through interviews with professional harpists,

9

Gross, “Gender and the Harp, Part II,” 33.
Ann Yeung, “Gender, Image, and Reception: The Development and Social History of the Pedal
Harp,” DMus thesis (Indiana University, 1998).
11
Lia Lonnert, “On professional female harpists: ‘the delicate fingers of the ladies,’”
20, no. 1 (2014): 5–9.
10

6

which sheds some light on sexism toward women in the workplace.12 However, Lonnert makes a
point of avoiding gender issues in her compendium “due to the relatively small number of
interviews” and “to avoid the gendered image of the harp that has been highlighted in other
research and books on the harp.”13
The contrast between a harpist’s approach to the history of harp and gender and that of a
musicologist is readily apparent in two articles published (contemporaneously with Gross’s
articles) by Peter Tenhaef, who places less importance on individual harpists and more on
developing thought currents. In “Die Harfe Als Idealisierungsinstrument von Musik Und Frau,”
Tenhaef leans on imagery, literature, and other primary source quotations to map the changing
perceptions of the harp from the time of Ancient Greece to the present. 14 He argues that while the
harp has always had strong feminine associations, the alterations in the instrument’s construction
in the eighteenth century led to its adoption as a fashionable instrument for women, among them
Marie Antoinette, and the abandonment of its symbolic roots, particularly those of religious
nature.15 He posits that this organological change, along with the later German Romantic
portrayal of the harp as an often accompanimental instrument capable of harmony (believed to be
the language of “poetic abstraction”), would result in the harp’s, and by extension female
harpists’ prevalent roles in orchestras in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Tenhaef expands
upon the German Romantic ideals projected onto the harp in “Die Harfe und die absolute
Musik,” in which he also proposes the “demythification” of the harp in
music, notably in Claude Debussy’s

French

.16 By drawing parallels between philosophy and the

12

Lia Lonnert, “Surrounded by Sound: Experienced Orchestral Harpists’ Professional Knowledge and Learning,”
Thesis, Lund University, 2016.
13
Lonnert, “Surrounded by Sound,” 107.
14
Peter Tenhaef, “Die Harfe Als Idealisierungsinstrument von Musik Und Frau,”
40, no. 9 (1992): 1024–1035.
15
The “alterations” entailed transforming a diatonic triangular frame harp into a single-action pedal harp; the
intricacies thereof will be covered briefly in Chapter I.
16
Peter Tenhaef, “Die Harfe und die absolute Musik,”
46 (1993): 391–410.
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harp’s musical treatment in these two articles, Tenhaef offers new insight into how the past three
hundred years were formative in the molding of both the harp and harpist’s modern identities.
Musicologists Adelson and Letzer, in their book chapter “For a Woman When She is
Young and Beautiful: The Harp in Eighteenth-Century France,” contend that the harp was not
always feminine; rather, that its feminisation occurred in mid-eighteenth-century France.17
Harpist-pedagogue Madame de Genlis is singled out as having had a profound effect on the
popularity of the harp as an instrument for women, and Marie Antoinette, often attributed for
having brought the harp into fashion, is reexamined as following, rather than leading, the harp
craze. This academic contribution is unique among the works published about harp and gender in
that it narrows down the scope of the timeline, allowing for a more fleshed-out, analytical stance
supported by iconographic, literary, and musical examples. Adelson and Letzer’s work inspired
harpist Hannah Lane’s article “‘L’orage des passions’: Expressing Emotion on the
Eighteenth-Century French Single-action Harp,” which builds upon their research “to consider
the gendered nature of emotions as expressed on the single-action harp.”18
Combining musicological and harpist perspectives, ethnomusicologist-harpist Henry
Spiller recently published an article in

entitled “A Queer Organology of the

Harp.”19 Spiller’s identity as a gay male harpist offers a fresh perspective to issues of harp and
gender, which typically equate femininity with women, thereby excluding a sub-section of queer
male harpists today that are affected by the same historic stereotypes. In addition to queering the
discussion, Spiller attempts to tackle a previous point of ambiguity from Gross and Yeung: what
17

Robert Adelson and Jacqueline Letzer, “‘For a Woman When She is Young and Beautiful’: The Harp in
Eighteenth-Century France,” in
, ed. Annette Kreutziger-Herr and
Katrin Losleben (Cologne, Germany: Böhlau Verlag, 2009).
18
Hannah Lane, “‘L’orage des passions’: Expressing Emotion on the Eighteenth-Century French Single-action
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new identities did the pedal harp engender? He argues that the double-action pedal harp’s
“physical construction and playing techniques amplified the harp’s long-standing association
with queerness, femininity, and male homosexuality, cementing its reputation as a musical
instrument associated with twentieth-century gay male identities.”20 Spiller brings to the table a
history of European male harpists in American orchestras and nuances the inclusion of early
female harpists in the same groups, namely by revealing their frequent positions as second
harpists and their pathways to success via male pedagogues, such as Carlos Salzedo.
Recognizing that the story of the harp’s feminine connotations is incomplete without an
interpretation of male harpists’ perspectives, Spiller adds new fuel to the debate.
Numerous studies about the sex-role stereotyping of musical instruments inform the more
recent scholarship of Spiller and Lonnert, notably that by Griswold and Chroback (1981),
, which
confirms undergraduates’ labeling of the harp as a feminine instrument based on its timbre. 21
This study, along with many others, builds upon Abeles and Porter's historic 1978 experiment
that noted the presence of gendered biases toward certain musical instruments.22 The wide range
of test settings in these various experiments makes it hard to concretely conclude how, when, or
why sex-role stereotypes are formed, but there are nevertheless some consistent findings: certain
instruments are perceived as more than gendered than others (among which is the
feminine-skewed harp) and numerous factors influence these perceptions (including timbre,
pitch, appearance, manner of playing the instrument, personality factors, and societal influence).
20
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Additionally, many researchers call for some sort of educational reform in order to reverse
traditional gender stereotypes of instruments, which would then theoretically create gender
equality within these instruments in professional orchestras.
These psychological studies have also inspired research about gender breakdowns in
orchestras, which reconcile experimental data with historical biases. Amy Louise Phelps’s
dissertation, “Beyond Auditions: Gender Discrimination in America’s Top Orchestras,” and
Desmond Charles Sergeant and Evangelos Himonides’s article, “Orchestrated Sex: The
Representation of Male and Female Musicians in World-Class Symphony Orchestras” in
, both analyze trends of representation by instrument and sex in
professional orchestras, although the latter is more expansive in its data collection and graph
creations.23
Thus, the general histories of women in music and female harpists have been summarized
by various scholars from the late 1980s up until now. Additionally, individual musicians,
including harpists such as Carlos Salzedo, Edna Phillips, and Alice Chalifoux, only briefly
mentioned by the aforementioned scholars, have been more thoroughly profiled in articles,
dissertations, and books. However, few or even no attempts have been made to critically
investigate the effects of the external world of gender stereotypes on the internal lives of select
musicians. Often, the material “successes” of these musicians are placed on a pedestal so high
that the factors leading to the same accomplishments are obscured. And, in the case of
scholarship on female musicians, entry into the professional men’s world has become
synonymous with “ultimate success,” or

moment of change for gender equality in music, and,

by extension, in society. However, what becomes of this narrative when the specific dates of
23
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these women’s entry into such institutions are challenged? And what happens when the concept
of “success” bears more than one definition? By focusing on the factors that led to the pivotal
moment of female harpists’ entry into permanent principal positions in “Top Ten” orchestras in
the United States in the 1930s, I bring added clarity to the question of how women were able to
secure early positions of power in traditionally male-dominated workplaces in the twentieth
century and to account for the heavily female-skewed harpist statistics in orchestras today.

In Chapter I, “‘Feminine’ connotations of the harp leading into the twentieth century,” I
consider the part that the harp’s morphological changes played in feminizing the instrument.
Drawing upon Adelson and Letzer’s research, I argue that the invention of the single-action
mechanism in the early eighteenth century thrust the harp into the salon, where it became
associated with amateur female music makers. The addition soon thereafter of the double-action
mechanism in the early nineteenth century resulted in the harp’s increased use in orchestral
settings. However, certain stereotypes from the instrument’s recent gendering persisted as it
entered more “professional” spheres. These qualities were further amplified and solidified by
Romantic-era composers in their part-writing, a trend which I illustrate through an examination
of selected orchestral excerpts.
By the time the harp arrived in the U.S. in the late-eighteenth century, it already
possessed strong connotations of beauty, romance, and celestial charm. In the absence of national
orchestras, the harp was once more relegated to use as a parlor instrument by women. I present
how the harp underwent a second, or perhaps continued, feminization on U.S. soil in the 1800s
through an analysis of never-before studied drawings, paintings, literary sources, and newspaper
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clippings. The chapter concludes by noting that the female-skewed demographic of harpists in
early-twentieth-century America resulted from this gendered portrayal, which in turn set the
stage for female harpists’ entry into institutions of higher learning, and eventually professional
jobs.
Chapter II, “Expert European male pedagogues and their female students,” examines the
importance of musical institutions as vehicles for female empowerment. Relying on various
biographical sources, historical newspaper columns and concert reviews, I demonstrate that in
the U.S., an influx of well-connected, virtuosic male European harpist-pedagogues in the early
twentieth century served to both bring public attention to the vast capabilities of the instrument
and to equip a future generation of harpists, many of whom had little to no previous access to
expert guidance, with the necessary tools to succeed as soloists, teachers, and orchestral
musicians. As some of the first respected authorities on the harp, these men wielded enormous
power to shape the public’s perception of the instrument. This was especially true of Carlos
Salzedo, who, while endeavoring to “elevate” the status of the instrument, served as something
of a paradoxical “feminizer.” A culture of instructor-worship around well-connected pedagogues
like Salzedo symbiotically served both teacher and student: the more jobs these teachers secured
for their primarily female harp studios, the greater their own reputations grew. This paved the
way for these European virtuosi’s students to assume some of the first permanent orchestral
positions in the U.S. by mid-century.
Chapter III, “The rise of female harpists in professional orchestras,” provides some
background about the role of female harpists in American orchestras prior to 1930 through an
analysis of archival orchestral roster data, which elucidates their frequent employment as either
short-term substitutes or second harpists to European male harpists. The harp’s “non-threatening”
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identity is then proposed as a reason why these women were allowed into professional orchestral
settings earlier than other female instrumentalists. The inclusion of early orchestral photographs
serves to reinforce and situate these harpists in their unique positions, which encompassed both
their passive background roles at the edge of the stage and their positioning at the fore of the
ensembles, a coupling of contradictory spaces reminiscent of women’s roles throughout much of
the nineteenth century as quiet, yet on display.
Despite the presence of female harpists since the inception of orchestras, several women
who gained regular principal positions in the 1930s have been celebrated as orchestral female
“firsts.” Chapter IV, “Case studies of female harpist ‘firsts’ in U.S. orchestras,” examines this
mythography in order to understand the larger cultural phenomenon of professional women’s
increased acceptance and recognition. Secondary historical sources provide a backdrop for the
advancement of women during this time; and primary source newspaper articles and photos
celebrate the employment of these female harpists, who are portrayed as both feminine
professional. These harpists’ backgrounds are compared to each other by drawing upon
biographies, retrospective articles, and recorded interviews, as well as correspondence and
miscellaneous other documents scanned from the International Harp Archives at Brigham Young
University. The similarities in family and education background shared by these women
encompassed vocational training, social class, and marital status, illustrating the unspoken
prerequisites required for these positions. The varying survival tactics used by these women in
the orchestra, which blended practices of submission with resistance, reveal the environmental
challenges that they faced in the workplace.
The conclusion assesses the implications of the harp’s gendering as a means to women’s
early entry into positions of power on today’s orchestral landscape and draws upon current
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studies, blogs, and magazines to reveal pervasive sex-role instrumental stereotypes. In addition,
gay male harpists are situated within the broader history of the harp’s feminization. Lastly, the
persistent calls today to “de-feminize” the harp are called into question as possible acts of
internalized oppression.
The consequence of this work is a reconceptualization of the harp’s historical gendering
to include the U.S. as a significant contributor to the instrument’s persistent feminization and a
reframing of the narrative of female orchestral “firsts.” I demonstrate that women were
performing at a high level of proficiency for much longer than they were recognized for having
done so; or, in other words, that women did not become more professionalized or capable of their
work as much as they became increasingly accepted as professionals in such roles by society. In
an effort to provide insight about the contributing factors of these large-scale cultural shifts, I
closely consider the part of the individual in shaping prevailing narratives. The combination of
these macro- and micro-influences helps to create a clearer picture not only of a traditionally
misunderstood period for women’s progress post-enfranchisement in the U.S., but also of how
stories can shape collective assumptions and knowledge.
In the field of harp scholarship, I am contributing the first-ever empirical approach to
studying the employment of female harpists in U.S. orchestras over time. I am also drawing upon
primary sources that have never before been studied, as well as recontextualizing other sources
that have not been analyzed through the lens of gender studies. Lastly, I am focusing on a time
period and place that have been previously under-explored, as much existing research centers on
older European harp traditions and masters.
To people who are studying North American culture, I am offering a detailed snapshot
into a highly specific and noteworthy example of early social and economic advancement
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opportunities for women, heretofore dismissed by scholars due to the harp’s “obvious
femininity.” I aim to showcase that the “feminine” gendering of the harp was not necessarily
“obvious,” and that such an identity should not diminish the accomplishments of those women
who made careers for themselves. Rather, the case example of the career-minded harpist should
serve as a new model for female advancement in a tumultuous moment of social change in
mid-twentieth-century America.

There are several key terms I use throughout this body of work that have malleable
meanings and accordingly warrant explanation. Most importantly, perhaps, words such as
“femininity” and “masculinity” have been used variably over time. Whereas in
seventeenth-century France, Louis XIV’s sporting of long, curly wigs and high-heeled shoes was
considered an expression of his masculinity, in contemporary U.S. culture those same outfit
choices are more heavily coded feminine. Or, as late as 1918, an article from
posited that “[t]he generally accepted rule is pink for the boys, and blue for the girls.
The reason is that pink, being a more decided and stronger color, is more suitable for the boy,
while blue, which is more delicate and dainty, is prettier for the girl.”24 Some believe that the
current, opposite stereotype of “pink is for girls” and “blue is for boys” did not solidify until the
1940s, demonstrating once more the mutability of widely-held beliefs.25 The assumptions
surrounding masculinity and femininity extend far beyond outfit choice to notions of
comportment and role in society, the primary focus of their analysis in this paper. The meanings
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of “feminine” and “masculine” are thus always tied to the prevailing social ideologies from the
time period and culture in which they are discussed.26
Another term that bears nuance is the concept of “professionalism.” From the emergence
of this concept in the early nineteenth century until today, the main distinction between an
“amateur” and “professional” has seemingly not been tied to someone’s ability or knowledge in a
respective field, but to whether that field provided them with their main source of income. This is
a distinction that becomes problematic when applied to female harpists prior to the twentieth
century, many of whom were considered amateurs despite their advanced skill level and reliance
on earnings from teaching (or, in some cases, performing). Thus, the ideology of
“professionalism” historically also served to exclude women from its ranks, as it conferred
additional social and achievement-based status on its practitioners. The sociologist Keith
Macdonald suggests that the changing societal values in the new industrial world “resulted in a
multiplicity of disadvantages for women, leaving them with a closely circumscribed rump of
ascription-based status and hardly any access to the achievements on which the new form of
status was based,” but that by the mid-nineteenth century, “women were able to mount a
challenge to the formidable position that patriarchy had achieved […] by employing the very
means by which men had achieved their dominance—the professional project and social
closure.”27 Therefore, although fraught with a somewhat exclusionist past, the use of the term
“professionalism” becomes invaluable in this dissertation in marking the success of early female
harpists as they achieved equal standing with their male counterparts.
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CHAPTER I
“FEMININE” CONNOTATIONS OF THE HARP LEADING
INTO THE TWENTIETH CENTURY

Key changes to the harp’s form that aligned with notions of femininity in the eighteenth
and nineteenth centuries set the instrument on an inextricable path to becoming adopted by a
female majority by the twentieth century. These two factors likely influenced each other: the
harp was encouraged as an acceptable instrument for women because it represented certain
societal ideals, just as its form continuously changed to meet similar requirements of refinement
and virtue. So, too, did the repertoire of the instrument evolve to match the “suitability” of
parlor-performance pieces, while the harp’s orchestral parts in symphonic settings came to
symbolize the domestic feminine archetype, one of devotion and charm. U.S. culture became
particularly convinced of the harp’s status as a woman’s instrument, in part due to the fact that
late-eighteenth-century European immigrants brought with them already-gendered pedal harps,
and also due to a later founding of professional orchestral ensembles compared to their European
counterparts, which limited “public” performance opportunities for harpists.
The distinction between “public” and “private” performances begs distinction and
nuance. Many so-called “non-public” salon audiences extended beyond the nuclear family, such
as will be witnessed by the example of a newspaper-reviewed “harp matinee” in New York City
in 1890 in the subchapter “The harp in the American drawing room.” While somewhat limited in
scope, these gatherings—not for profit, yet still of a certain level of prestige—challenge the
meaning of “professionalism” in music. While in this dissertation, I seek to demonstrate how the
feminine connotations of the harp enabled women to enter into traditionally-considered
“professional” performance spheres (i.e. the symphony orchestra) and therefore gain wider
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recognition from historians and the press, I want to reassert the importance and merit of alternate
musical venues that have perhaps been overlooked or under-valued in the interest of fostering a
more feminist approach to women’s herstories.
This chapter explores some of the more general feminine stereotypes and expectations in
eighteenth- and nineteenth-century Europe to explain the initial feminization of the pedal harp
before then examining its adoption, reception, and continued gendering in the U.S., a geographic
area, which up until now, has been relatively under-researched in the gender history of the harp.
The first two subchapters draw primarily upon research conducted by Adelson and Letzer,
Rensch, and Gross to summarize and investigate the harp’s historical social connotations and
musical uses, which I expand upon through the inclusion of several relevant musical examples.
The third subchapter takes inspiration from the numerous scholars, such as Ruth A. Solie and
Judith Tick, who have written about the phenomenon of the domestic “piano girl” in
nineteenth-century North America to offer an interpretation of the even more feminized “harp
girl.” With the exception of Cornelius Høyer’s “Mlle Schenker at the Concert Spirituel” and
Jacques Gamelin’s “Portrait of Mademoiselle Puymaurin,” all included images and excerpts
come from my archival findings from newspapers and visual art databases, which offer concrete
proof of and definition for previously unsupported claims about the harp and gender.

The pedal harp’s “feminization” in Europe
The single-action harp
The strongest gendering of the harp followed the invention of the single-action pedal
mechanism by Jacob Hochbrucker around 1720 in Donauworth, Bavaria.1 Specifically, the
“feminization” of the pedal harp likely occurred in mid-eighteenth-century France once the new
1
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German harps were introduced to Parisian society, as Adelson and Letzer so cogently argue in
their article “‘For a woman when she is young and beautiful’: The Harp in Eighteenth-Century
France.”2 The distinction of “pedal” harp in this localized gendering is particularly noteworthy,
as harps without pedals (such as Celtic or Paraguayan harps) seemingly did not endure the same
fate.3 Although another substantial modification to the mechanism, carrying its own set of
ramifications, would occur a century later, it was the first significant morphological change of
the instrument that had a profound impact on the connotations and usage of the instrument.4
The enhanced appearance and harmonic possibilities of the single-action harp—expanded
enough to hold the interest of those studying it, yet limited enough to result in its exclusion from
professional orchestral settings—made it an enticing salon instrument. According to harpist
Madame de Genlis, whom Adelson and Letzer credit as serving as the instrument’s main
“feminizer,” the latter trait influenced the former: she believes that other young women were
drawn to the instrument after witnessing her performance of engaging harpsichord transcriptions
on the new harp, which in turn motivated French manufacturers to craft ornately decorated harps
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to cater to the demands of their clientele.5 One such woman the Genlis-led harp craze enticed
included Marie Antoinette, who served as an inspirational model of grace and nobility for
aspiring harpists.6
Beyond its physical beauty, the harp was considered an ideal instrument for
eighteenth-century women in many other ways. Adelson and Letzer list the following conditions
that made an instrument appropriate for women during this time:
First, it needed to be an instrument well suited to accompaniment—a mirror of the social
position of woman. Second, the instrument must also be a domestic instrument, not
primarily to be used in the context of professional music-making (that is, in an orchestra).
Finally, instruments that were considered best suited to women were those that did not
alter her bodily position or her facial expression, as was the case with keyboard
instruments (harpsichord, or piano) or certain plucked string instruments (the guitar, lute,
mandolin, cittern, etc.). Instruments that one put in the mouth or held between the legs
were considered unseemly for women.7
While the harp possessed most of these qualities—“well suited to accompaniment,” “domestic,”
and requiring no alteration of bodily position—it did not fulfill the last, the “modest” playing
posture, as an instrument “held between the legs.” Ironically, it was the harp’s very subversion of
this requirement that made it an “attractive” instrument for women to play, at least for a male
onlooker.
Several excerpts from early-nineteenth-century literature depict the harp as an instrument
capable of much charm and allure—even seduction, such as the following passage from Jane
Austen’s Mansfield Park (1814): “A young woman, pretty, lively, with a harp as elegant as
herself, and both placed near a window, cut down to the ground, and opening on a little lawn,
5
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surrounded by shrubs in the rich foliage of summer, was enough to catch any man's heart.”8 In
the novel, the “young woman” Mary Crawford uses her harp-playing as a means of feminine
capital to win over the heart of Edmund Betram. As evidenced by Austen’s passage, these beliefs
of the harp’s potential—beyond even that of the pianoforte—to attract a mate quickly traveled
from France to England, two countries that would heavily influence American cultural traditions
in the nineteenth century.9 Around the same time, American writer Washington Irving used a
harp to symbolize a couple’s love in his short story “The Wife” (1820), an object that the
protagonist of the story, Leslie, refuses to sell along with the rest of their “splendid furniture”
during financial hardship because it “was too closely associated with the idea of [his wife Mary];
it belonged to the little story of their loves; for some of the sweetest moments of their courtship
were those when he leaned over that instrument, and listened to the melting tones of her voice.”10
This passage demonstrates that the harp’s associations extended beyond the act of courtship to
encompass the love object herself, the wife. The gendering of the instrument as “female” in this
case blurs the line between harp(e) and harpist(e), a trend made even more explicit in visual and
musical art forms.
Artwork from the eighteenth century depicts the female harpist in alluring postures,
namely those in which her porcelain white arms are prominently displayed. In these images, the
harpist appears as an extension of the object upon which she plays. These eighteenth-century
representations further reveal the formation of a woman harpist’s dual identity as a spectacle to
8
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behold (see fig. 1.1, included in the Adelson and Letzer article) and a private household
accessory. Some paintings even translate the idea of the “domestic angel” into a literal form,
such as can be observed in Jacques Gamelin’s oil painting “Portrait of Mademoiselle Puymaurin”
(1775), in which a young harpist is surrounded by cherubs in her home (see fig. 1.2, reproduced
from the Adelson and Letzer article).

Fig. 1.1. “Mlle Schenker at the Concert Spirituel,”
1765, Drawing by Cornelius Høyer, included in
Adelson and Letzer, “‘For a Woman When She is
Young and Beautiful’: The Harp in
Eighteenth-Century France,” 330.

Fig. 1.2. “Portrait of Mademoiselle Puymaurin,”
1775, oil on canvas by Jacques Gamelin, included in
Adelson and Letzer, “‘For a Woman When She is
Young and Beautiful’: The Harp in
Eighteenth-Century France,” 315

Additionally, both of these images illustrate the opinions of Madame de Genlis, and by
extension the public at-large, about the appropriateness of the instrument for the “fairer sex”:
“[...] the appearance of the harpist is so graceful, that it only seems suitable for a woman when
she is young and beautiful.”11 The imperative to “look pretty” was used as a common argument
for women to play select instruments rather than others and would remain engrained in Western
society well into the twentieth century. The harp in its most ornate forms, an extreme example of
elegance among musical instruments, possessed enormous appeal to women hoping to use it to
their societal (and marital) advantage: it combined beauty with notions of the upper-class, and
balanced associations of religious purity with the possibility for sexual transgression.
11
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The double-action harp
The harp’s status as an ideal instrument for domestic female music-making would be
threatened, however, by one last major change to its construction. The firm Érard added another
pedal rung to the mechanism in 1810, which transformed the single-action into a double-action
harp, thereby increasing its chromatic possibilities and viability in the professional sphere (see
fig. 1.3 for a comparison of these two designs).

Fig. 1.3. The single-action pedal system (left) and double-action pedal system (right), Diagrams, in Rensch, Harps
and Harpists, 128 and 148.

François-Joseph Naderman, first professor of the Paris Conservatory’s harp department and part
of a family of successful single-action harp manufacturers, bemoaned the invention of the
double-action pedal harp, ostensibly because he believed that it “had changed the character of
such a lovely instrument, exiling it from its dominions and destroying its charm,” but probably
also because it threatened his own pedagogical lineage and family business.12 Despite the
increasing adoption of the newer instrument by harpists and composers, Naderman adamantly
taught the single-action harp at the Paris Conservatory until his death in 1835, at which point he
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was replaced by a double-action harp professor, Antoine Prumier. As the new harp gained
traction, many public performers were forced to adapt or perish. Successful single-action harpist
Dorette Scheidler Spohr (1787–1834) fell into the latter category; unable to muster the physical
strength to adjust to what she deemed a “nerve destroying instrument,” yet unable to justify
continuing to perform on an “inferior” instrument, quitting seemed her only option.13 Her
contemporary Robert Nicolas Charles Bochsa (1789–1856), however, adapted to the
double-action harp with minimal difficulty, perhaps due to his large build.14
As a result of Érard’s improvements to the instrument’s pedal mechanism, stability and
sound, the harp began to attract more virtuoso-composers, such as the aforementioned Bochsa
and his prodigious student Elias Parish Alvars (1808–1849), and catch the eye of orchestral and
operatic composers.15 However, the harp’s lasting connotations from the eighteenth century
would continue to impact the ways in which composers wrote for the instrument, reinforcing the
harp’s “feminine” connotations. Furthermore, many felt that while the double-action harp
overshadowed the previous model, it still had a long way to go to compete with instruments like
the piano in terms of its ability to project and ease of operation.16 Beethoven’s comment to the
piano fabricator Streicher that he desired “to sing on his grand and not only hear a harp” provides
insight into both public and professional opinion of the harp’s inferiority to the louder-sounding
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piano.17 Nevertheless, composers such as Hector Berlioz championed the new harp and
suggested doubling, tripling or quadrupling its use in orchestral settings to overcome any
weakness of individual sound production: “[t]he effect produced by harps—except in music that
is intended to be heard at close quarters in a salon—is all the better when they are more
numerous.”18
First-hand accounts reveal that despite the presence of several memorable male virtuoso
harpists from this period, many more women than men gravitated toward the harp. Even though
the majority of these female harpists would only practice music in the private sphere, a notable
number also occasionally performed publicly. Gross mentions in her article “Gender and the
Harp” that the music critic E. Hanslick noted that only two men compared to ten women
performed in Viennese concerts between 1800 and 1830, a gender disparity that she attributes to
the female vogue of harp-playing in Europe, but which also points to the fact that more women
than men were performing in concert, although the venues were likely semi-private.19 Rensch’s
mention of select female harpists that Berlioz reported encountering while conducting works
such as his Harolde en Italie and Symphonie Fantastique with several German orchestras in the
1840s helps to nuance the idea that this female harp-playing majority was in fact performing in
some public settings.20 As accomplished harpists were in short supply, Berlioz often had to rely
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on the skill of the local talent, even if they were “very shy” and “unmusical.”21 However, not all
female harpists fit into this category. Harpist Johanna Pohl, for example, secured regular
employment at the Weimar theater by mid-century, and Franz Liszt spoke highly of her abilities:
“[o]ur orchestra now also possesses a very first-rate harpist, Frau Dr. Pohl, with a good
double-mouvement harp of Erard.”22 Another possible explanation for the number of women
performing in orchestral settings, particularly in Germany, is that the profession was poorly paid,
and therefore not as sought-out by career-minded men. However, these early instances of women
performing in orchestras would set a precedent for female harpists “going pro” in the twentieth
century, at which point the career became more lucrative and respected. While a majority of
female harpists might have been performing in orchestral settings, it is primarily the male
soloists that have been celebrated and remembered from this time period.
When male virtuosi were featured in concert, they were often lauded for their ability to
unleash the “feminine” spirit of the instrument. Parish Alvars, for instance, was described by
Berlioz as a magician in whose hands “the harp becomes a siren, with lovely neck inclined and
wild hair flowing, stirred by his passionate embrace to utter the music of another world,” and in
the Neue Zeitschrift für Musik by Liszt in 1842 as a musician with “dreamy eyes expressive of
21
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the glowing imagination which lives in his composition.”23 The above descriptors, which evoke
“deep feelings, tenderness, and sensitivity” were seen as “signs of genius” in Romantic male
artist-creators.24 In the case of Parish Alvars, and perhaps male harpists in general, the specific
ability to awaken these qualities in the “feminine” instrument through a quasi love-making ritual
proved his artistic merit. Women, on the other hand, traditionally viewed as “muses for the
creator” in Romantic thought, did not tame the harp so much as fuse themselves with the
instrument in performance, becoming an appendage of its elegant body and sweet expression.25
Romantic composers harnessed the poetic power of the instrument through tactful
orchestration to signify extramusical ideas, usually love, the mystical, and the heavenly sphere.
Often by reserving use of the harp (or burying it in the texture) until these special moments,
composers could amplify the effect with its sudden appearance. Berlioz exploited this technique
in his Symphonie Fantastique (1830), one of the first large-scale Romantic works to feature the
harp prominently. The two harps in the score are tacet in all movements except one, “Un bal,” at
which point they mysteriously emerge out of a low orchestral drone with arpeggios that ascend
and crescendo until the introduction reaches a climax (see fig. 1.4).
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Fig. 1.4. Opening of II. “Un Bal” from Hector Berlioz’s Symphonie Fantastique (mm. 1–14), Score by Hector
Berlioz, Symphonie Fantastique, composed 1830, publ. 1845, H 48, ed. Nicholas Temperley (Kassel:
Bärenreiter-Verlag, 1971). Harp two alternates ascending arpeggios with harp one; Berlioz’s plural “Harpes” and
denotation “at least two” (“au moins 2”) suggest that sometimes (and ideally) multiple harps would play each part.

The harps add a touch of elegance to the ballroom scene, one of the most romantic and
intoxicating movements for the characterization of the “beloved” or idée fixe in the symphony.
This piece, along with Berlioz’s manual Grande Traité d’Instrumentation, in which he extols the
harp’s “magical” and “mysterious” harmonics, “delicate” and “crystalline” upper register “ideal
for expressing graceful, fairylike ideas, and for whispering the gentlest secrets of smiling
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melodies,” and “veiled, mysterious” lower strings, likely influenced other composers to write for
the double-action pedal harp.26 While there are many Romantic operatic, orchestral, and even
chamber pieces that rely on the presence of the harp to affect the overall tone of a passage, the
love-fueled or supernatural-themed climaxes of select Wagnerian operas, such as “Liebestod”
from Tristan und Isolde or “Magic Fire Music” from Die Walküre, are prime examples of how its
inclusion can create a specific atmosphere.27
In addition to relying on the timbre of the instrument to evoke certain images, composers
placed the harp in distinct textural roles, namely that of an accompanist or a soloist, to convey
lofty meaning. Strauss’s Don Juan (1889) and Mahler’s “Adagietto” from Symphony No. 5
(1902), although composed later in the Romantic period, feature the harp in the former role. In
both musical examples, the harp not only serves as a vehicle of love expression, but also supports
lush string melodies through the use of arpeggiated chords (see figs. 1.5 and 1.6).
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Fig. 1.5. Excerpt from Strauss’s Don Juan: one measure to six measures after “D—tranquillo,” Score by Richard
Strauss, Don Juan, Op. 20 (Munich: Jos. Aibl Verlag, ca.1890). This section, composed of a violin solo
accompanied by ascending harp arpeggios and an orchestral drone, lasts roughly from D—tranquillo to E (30
measures total).
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Fig. 1.6. Excerpt from Mahler’s Symphony No. 5, IV. Adagietto (mm. 1–11), Score by Gustav Mahler, Symphony
No. 5 (Leipzig: C.F. Peters, 1904). The orchestral texture remains fairly consistent throughout the entire movement:
string sections express the melody while the harp accompanies them with arpeggios that ascend and descend.

While integral to the texture in these musical moments, the harp remains out of the spotlight due
to its lack of melodic material. And even in those rarer instances during which Romantic-era
composers featured the harp by itself, it adopted a different character than that of the “solo”
instruments it typically supported.
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Tchaikovsky, despite writing several notable cadenzas for the harp (such as those found
in his ballets Swan Lake, The Nutcracker, Sleeping Beauty, and Romeo and Juliet), evidently
viewed the instrument as confined in its expression:
[The harp] has a beautiful timbre, and adds greatly to the poetry of the orchestra.
But it is not an independent instrument, because it has no melodic quality, and is
only suitable for harmony. True, artists like Parish Alvars have composed operatic
fantasias for the harp, in which there are melodies; but this is rather forced.
Chords, arpeggios—these form the restricted sphere of the harp, consequently it is
only useful for accompaniments.28
That he should describe the instrument as dependent is ironic given the ways in which he
featured the harp in soloistic passages, even if those passages were primarily “harmonic” (i.e.
composed of arpeggios and chords) rather than “melodic” (see fig. 1.7 for a representative
example of Tchaikovsky’s compositional style for harp).
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Fig 1.7. Excerpt from Tchaikovsky’s Swan Lake: harp cadenza (Act II, “Danse des cygnes,”—Andante), Score by
Pyotr Tchaikovsky, Swan Lake, Op. 20 (Manuscript, n.d., reprinted New York: E.F. Kalmus, ca. 1960).

Similar harmonic-driven cadenzas can be found in works such as Ambroise Thomas’s Mignon
(1866) and Bedřich Smetana’s “Vyšehrad” from Má vlast (1874–1879). Thus, even when the
harp was featured prominently, it retained the core decorative qualities with which it was
commonly associated at the time. The solidification of a specific type of part-writing for the
instrument in the Romantic period reinforced and continued to fulfill the historic connotations of
the harp as a “feminine” instrument.
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The question remains: how did an instrument as mechanical and intricate as the
double-action pedal harp not only gain a position as an instrument of poetic abstraction and the
sublime, but also continue to be considered acceptable for women to play? The
nineteenth-century harp would have challenged both the second and third requirements of its
suitability as a parlor instrument outlined by Adelson and Letzer, namely one’s maintenance of
decorum while playing it and its restriction to the domestic sphere. Harpist Therese aus dem
Winkel offered a justification for the former in 1834: “you can trust [female harpists] with
enough taste and delicacy to only sit on the harp with long and wide garments, which cover the
movements of the feet; only through their surprising effects can the art of safe pedal play become
noticeable.”29 She suggested that clothing helped to mask any potential awkwardness resulting
from the effort required to move pedals, especially during very chromatic passages. The latter
requirement, a confinement to home music-making, was likely overlooked due to the harp’s
relatively infrequent inclusion in orchestral works, as well as its continued “suitability” in other
regards to salon performances.
The fact that its more complex pedal mechanism and use in orchestral settings did not
“masculinize” the instrument perhaps justifies how strongly ingrained these historic “feminine”
connotations had become. The harp was preserved in musical, literary, and visual depictions as a
symbol of “feminine” grace, beauty, and love. Indeed, its physical form perhaps mattered less
than that which it represented, as can be seen by composers’ use of the double-action pedal harp
in their works to signify everything from a lyre to an aeolian harp, instruments far removed from
its modern form. That being said, its specific visual attributes contained their own feminine
29
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charm: the double-action harp remained, like its single-action counterpart, highly decorative in
design, and thus retained its appeal for wealthy families and their daughters. The pedals, largely
hidden from view, did not detract from the instrument’s overall aesthetic.
In roughly the mid-eighteenth century the harp, much like women, underwent a labeling
carrying certain rules of conduct and use that lasted for at least the next hundred years. The
concept of the “eternal feminine” from the Romantic period added to these pre-existing
stereotypes, which impacted Victorian parlor dynamics in the late nineteenth century.30 The harp,
which was not widely adopted in the U.S. until the late 1800s, arrived not only with a
pre-determined sex, but also into an environment that did not have the same musical institutions
as Europe. As much as the harp had been feminized in Europe, the U.S., which already viewed
music as primarily a woman’s hobby, formed even deeper opinions of the harp’s suitability for
domestic music-making.

The harp in the American drawing room
The “piano girl” in nineteenth-century American parlors has been thoroughly studied, but
less attention has been given to her close relative, the “harp girl.” On a surface level, the two
caricatures are quite similar: a young woman’s pursuit of either socially acceptable instrument
could serve as an enjoyable pastime while simultaneously increasing her chances of attracting a
suitable husband. At least, these are some of the myths that might have encouraged young
women to pick up these instruments. Nineteenth-century women were significantly pressured to
behave in certain ways, not just by men, but by other women, often through the means of
etiquette books or manuals. Their subsequent fulfillment of these roles can perhaps be explained
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by the Butlerian notion of “girling,” which is “a two-way process that marks girls’ lived
experience of their culture’s values.”31 By engaging in activities suitable and recommended for
their sex, these women actively formed and reinforced their own identities.
In choosing to play the harp rather than the piano (or other popular parlor instruments
such as the mandolin, banjo, or guitar), a young woman would have aligned herself with
strongly-rooted connotations of the instrument’s femininity from the previous century. Those
“appealing” traits that made the harp so ideally suited to the salon of eighteenth-century France,
namely its opulent decor, potential for favorably showcasing the body of its performer, and
relative restriction to the domestic sphere, would have continued to be highlighted in the
nineteenth century. Because of a changing society that began to place more emphasis on wealth
than on birthright, the harp, more so than ever before, became not only an emblem of affluence,
but a means by which to advance upwardly through a favorable marriage.
Certain latent aspects of the harp also became more important in society: the ability to
form a melody through direct contact with the strings placed the harpist as a conduit of
expression. With the solidification of Romantic ideology that viewed women as gatekeepers to
the realm of emotions, this tactile characteristic coupled with the harp’s largely sentimental
repertoire positioned it as an individualized and highly expressive musical object, second only
perhaps to the human voice. In the U.S., this emotional display was strictly reserved for
semi-private settings until orchestras were established in the late nineteenth century.
Because of the above factors, the harp in North America became almost exclusively
associated with women. While the parlor piano was namely that—a parlor piano, the parlor harp
was just a harp; the piano had a parallel life in more professional, “manly” spheres, but the harp
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was confined to domestic music-making. Thus, the American “harp girl,” which we can perhaps
now refer to as simply a “harpist,” would have encompassed everything that the model of the
“piano girl” represented—and more. This “more” is what ultimately led to a lasting culture of
female harp-playing in North America.
The harp possessed no instrumental equal in its representation of a family’s status and
wealth in the nineteenth century, as reflected upon by a reporter in 1903: “[i]n the early days of
the 19th century no well-appointed American drawing room was complete without a harp, and
every girl who valued her social position made a study of the harp a part of her seminary
training.”32 Notions of it being the choice of instrument for royalty aside, pedal harps were
extraordinarily rare for most of the nineteenth century, making it an elite asset. Some of the
earliest pedal harps were brought over by Europeans in the late eighteenth century. The German
emigrant Carl von Loesen brought one of the first pedal harps to New York City during the
American Revolution, and there are several accounts of refugees from the French Revolution
performing on the instrument in concert in the 1790s.33 Europeans, however, were not the only
ones to own harps in early U.S. society: portraits from the early 1800s reveal wealthy American
women posing with harps that were acquired or shipped from abroad.34 Perilous overseas
exportation was the only way of obtaining pedal harps until the first U.S. harp manufacturing
firm was established by the Englishman John Face Browne around 1840.35 Most of Browne’s
initial sales came from Southern plantation owners, an unsurprising fact given that Antebellum
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Southern society cultivated a genteel existence accomplished in part through the imitation of
European styles, amongst which was the tradition of the parlor.36
The parlor in Southern culture served as a private arena in which proper gentlepeople
could distinguish themselves from the “otherness” of strangers.37 This practice likely developed
in part as a response to an incident Karen Halttunen referred to as an “antebellum crisis of social
confidence.”38 Music, an essential component of this class-defining ritual, was deeply valued in
Southern society, as evidenced by the prevalence and cost of music courses for young women, or
“belles,” at academies and seminaries. A search for “harp” in historic newspaper databases
reveals numerous advertisements for such schools, as well as their course fees (see figs. 1.8 and
1.9). These ads indicate that lessons on the piano, guitar, or voice were more expensive than
other subjects such as language or drawing, but cheaper compared to the price of harp lessons
(often available only on demand). Although it is sometimes unclear in comparing instrumental
instruction costs how many music lessons one would receive per term, a proportionally greater
cost of harp lessons across institutions is supported by a post-Civil War Texan institute’s fee
diagram (fig. 1.10) that shows harp lessons valued at twice as much as piano lessons.39
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Fig. 1.8. Mrs. Nottingham’s Boarding and Day School for Young Ladies
(Richmond, VA, 1846), Newspaper Ad, “Mrs. Nottingham’s Boarding and
Day School for Young Ladies,” Richmond Enquirer, October 20, 1846, 3.
$1/harp lesson compared to $60/piano, guitar, or voice lessons for the entire
term (ten months).

Fig. 1.9. Mr. Lefebvre’s School (Richmond, VA, 1857), Newspaper Ad,
“Mr. Lefebvre’s School,” The Daily Constitutionalist and Republic,
Georgia, May 8, 1857, 4. $2/harp lesson compared to $80/piano, guitar, or
voice lessons for the entire term (eight months).

Fig. 1.10. Alta Vista Institute for Young Ladies (Texas, 1867), Newspaper Ad, “Alta Vista Institute for Young Ladies,” The Galveston
Daily News, September 5, 1867, 3. Harp ($10) is twice the price of piano lessons ($5), and four times the price of guitar lessons
($2.50).

The Civil War was disruptive for the sale of harps from New York City to the South. The
successor of J. F. Browne’s business told a reporter in 1888 that “[t]he Southern people were
more given to the music of the harp than we were in the North. Young ladies from the South
would come North to school, take harp lessons and then purchase instruments to take home. The
war, of course, put an end to that trade, and it has never revived.”40 In the same article, he
mentions that during this relative lull in demand he sold roughly twenty to twenty-five harps per
year on demand, but that requests were increasing; later, during more prosperous times, he
produced around fifty harps per year.41 By the late 1800s, the instrument’s popularity grew in
Northern cities, such as New York, Chicago, Boston, Philadelphia, and Washington D.C. 42 Its
particularly strong vogue in NYC can be explained economically: only those wealthy enough to
afford a $400–$1,000+ harp could pursue what one newspaper deemed the “latest eccentricity of
New York Maidens” and “a pastime costing money.” 43 Harps with more ornate designs could
cost even more: New York socialite Francesca de Barrios, for example, owned a $2,500 harp. 44
This second wave of interest in the harp was motivated by many of the same reasons as
the first wave in the South. The potential not just for showcasing one’s wealth, but also for
displaying one’s “womanly charm” was appealing. The author of an article profiling some of the
“soulful creatures who dress decollete and sweetly twang the tuneful lyre” who performed at a
Murray Hill parlor in New York proclaimed that “[a]ll the ladies find the classic instrument a
valuable auxilliard, enabling them to wear picturesque gowns, and to pose to the best
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advantage.”45 In fact, the author argues that women flocked to the harp over the banjo, mandolin,
and violin not for its “esthetic musical qualities,” but because its showiness “affords
opportunities for a revelation of feminine graces, such as men admire and women envy. The
harpist’s poses are the proper things just now for girls with plump arms and stunning
shoulders.”46
The instructor John Cheshire, a member of the New York Philharmonic, was particularly
aggressive about touting such benefits derived from studying the harp in his quest to gain
students. In several ads posted between roughly 1891–1893, Cheshire included a diagram
illustrating the “correct standing position” at the instrument—an absurd technical pointer, given
that one sits rather than stands when playing the harp; only when tuning the instrument does one
need to stand, an activity that hardly warrants the prescription of a “proper” posture (see fig.
1.11).
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Fig. 1.11. Cheshire’s visual aid depicting “The Correct Standing Position” at the harp, John Cheshire, “The Harp: An
Instrument That Holds Its Place in the Courts of Kings,” Star Tribune, November 12, 1893, 11.

This drawing suggests that while harpists were still encouraged to show off their limbs, much
like they had done in the eighteenth century, more passive positions with the harp were favored.
In effect, the practical aspect of making music was secondary to the display of woman and harp
embellishing each other. Several other nineteenth-century portraits and drawings reinforce the
fact that women were typically represented sitting or standing beside the instrument, such as
those from earlier in the century of Eliza Ridgely (1818) and Mrs. John Quincy Adams (1824),
included in Rensch’s Harps and Harpists, or later in the century of Miss Lucy Drexel (1890) and
Wilmia Tyler (1896), found in historic newspapers (see Appendix A).
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Cheshire also insisted that the harp could be learned in a short amount of time.47 This
quality would have been an ideal characteristic for a parlor instrument, as quickly-attained
proficiency offered the promise of impressing well-to-do company. Lydia Sigourney expressed
this in no uncertain terms in her etiquette book Letters to Young Ladies (1833):
Music, at present the most popular of all accomplishments, is a source of surpassing
delight to many minds. From its power in soothing the feelings and modifying the
passions, it seems desirable to understand it, if this can be accomplished without too great
expense of time.48
Cheshire’s boast that “one (especially a lady) should, with competent tuition, make more
progress and play with more effect upon the harp after six months’ study than upon any other
instrument after six years’ practice” suited Sigourney’s time recommendation, which seemingly
still held importance some sixty years later.49
The type of repertoire that one would learn in Cheshire’s “short amount of time” also
contributed to the instrument’s continued feminization in the parlor. As Neuls-Bates points out in
her commentary to primary source readings in the anthology Women in Music, “feminine” music,
or that which was “graceful and delicate, full of melody, and restricted to [...] smaller forms”
would have been deemed appropriate for female consumption; the study of “masculine” music,
“powerful in effect and intellectually rigorous in harmony, counterpoint, and other structural
logic,” was discouraged.50 Whereas the piano’s repertoire was strongly divided between
47
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“serious” concert works by “masculine” composers such as Beethoven and works written
specifically for domestic music making (often with evocative titles such as “The Maiden’s
Prayer” or “Elsa’s Longing”), virtually every piece in the harp repertoire, constituted mainly of
“simple airs” and “transcriptions or paraphrases from popular operas,” was deemed appropriate
for the parlor.51
Some representative works from this time period include variations and fantasies by
well-known harpist-virtuosos Naderman (Fantaisie et variations sur la romance d’Otello),
Bochsa (Zitti, Zitti du Barbier de Seville), and Parish Alvars (Grande fantaisie sur des motifs de
Lucia di Lammermoor). An IMSLP search of any of these composers reveals a much longer
listing of similar compositions, and a Newspapers.com search yields several public concert
listings advertising the performance of their pieces (see fig. 1.12 for a sample program that
includes works by Bochsa and Naderman).52
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Fig. 1.12. A harp concert program performed by Mrs. Giraud (1823), “Concert and Ball,” The Charleston Mercury,
February 14, 1823, 3.

In choosing pieces from the available repertoire, created largely to fill the specific needs of
parlor entertainment, harpists would therefore not even have been faced with the challenge of
exercising “good taste” in crafting a program of study or performance.
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Having direct contact with the harp, or, as Cheshire referred to it, a “medium of
expression,” heightened the emotional impact of these parlor miniatures.53 Woman and harp were
perceived as one and the same actor in the portrayal of a musical piece’s story, as evidenced by a
critic’s description of the Murray Hill “harp matinee” mentioned above:
One of the five muses—a plump little Melpomene with a mass of sunny hair hanging
down almost to her waist—threw her digits across the strings, which gave out a sobbing
accompaniment; another gave the fanfare of the bugle, and still another the tinkle of bells,
while the leader’s statuesque arms reached out over the instrument that rested against her
shoulder, and caressed it in a way that brought out the most liquid melodies.54
The harp bore many similarities to the voice, which was dubbed the most “acceptable” of
womanly instrumental pursuits.55 By pulling her fingers against the strings, a harpist could
minutely shape the emanating sound; which, in the case of the above description, mimicked
vocal attributes such as “sobbing” and the production of “liquid melodies.” A shift away from
viewing the harp as solely an accompanimental and harmonic instrument, at least in its domestic
iteration, seemed to have taken place by the late nineteenth century in America. Many
newspapers lauded the harp’s ability to produce “sweet melodies” above all other musical
qualities.56
These charming melodies acted as siren songs when used to capture the heart of a suitor.
Given the harp’s perceived potential for displaying the charms of its owner, the instrument
served as even more of an “effective weapon in beauty’s modern panoply” than other parlor
instruments.57 A side-by-side comparison of visual depictions of domestic courtship in
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eighteenth-century France and nineteenth-century North America reveals the lasting importance
and use of the instrument for this purpose (see fig. 1.13, included in Hannah Lane’s article, and
fig. 1.14, found in The Metropolitan Museum’s online database).

Fig. 1.14. “The Music Lesson,” 1870, oil on canvas
by John George Brown, in The Metropolitan Museum
of New York,
https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/10
240. Part of the curated description reads: “At a time
when women were gaining independence from their
traditional roles as wives and mothers and birthrates
were dropping, Brown celebrated romance and
marriage by depicting music making, an approved
activity for courting couples”; the harp is mentioned
as being “a common symbol of love.”

Fig. 1.13. “L’Accord Parfait” after Jean Michel
Moreau le Jeune, 1777, Engraving by Isidore
Stanislas Helman, in Le Monument du Costume
Physique et Moral de la fin du Dix-huitième siècle,
Etching and engraving © Trustees of the British
Museum.

Although different in their stagings of the social interaction involved in domestic music
making, both the salacious French salon etching and the more modest, yet still suggestive
Victorian oil painting divulge the harp’s capacity for attracting a mate. In the Brown painting, the
harp is not actively in use; rather, its presumed owner appears to be experimenting with her
future beau’s flute, an instrument that would have been deemed inappropriate for her own use,
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and furthermore one that might have foreshadowed marital life with a member of the opposite
sex. The harp’s role in bringing together this couple is suggested rather than explicit; the
instrument serves more as a symbol of their love than as an active agent. This could perhaps be
explained by Victorian prudishness: portraying the harp as too literal a tool might have been
considered improper. The French setting shows not one, but two men vying for the affection of
the harpist, the focal point of the drawing, as she poses flirtatiously with her head tilted back, one
hand delicately resting on the soundboard and the other tickling the strings, her body wrapped
around the harp, and an upturned ankle. Thus, even if the precise portrayal of the harp’s allure
changed over the course of nearly a century, the implication remained the same: playing the harp
could significantly improve one’s chances of finding a husband.
In placing herself on display, a woman advertised what she could bring to married life.
As Gross points out, on a superficial level, an attractive wife could make her husband appear
more intelligent and successful.58 But it was in the home that a woman’s duties were of sacred
importance: upon marriage, a woman was expected to assume guardianship over the well-being
of those in her household. An etiquette manual from 1848 describes a wife’s responsibility at
home: “[home] is her rightful and peculiar sphere; and how much depends on her discharging
faithfully the duties above alluded to—the domestic peace, and quietude, neat attire, light hearts,
and joyful countenances, or their opposites, as exhibited more or less in every family, will tell.”59
The following poem, “The Fireside Harp” (1860), inspired by the life of the French harpist
Madame Lucie Coueffin, nicknamed the “muse of Bayeux,” serves as a harpist-specific example
of this expectation:
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Yes ! mine is but a fireside harp
Just touched to charm the ear
Of those, my true domestic joys,
Who linger fondly near !60
While this poem relates the lived domestic experience of a French harpist, it likely mirrors the
role that many nineteenth-century American harpists embodied, namely as cultivators of finer
talents used to soothe and care for the well-being of their nuclear family. The reference to the
harp as merely a “fireside” instrument “just touched to charm the ear” of her “true domestic
joys” suggests that the woman in the poem played the harp not for her own benefit, but for the
enjoyment of her husband and children—and certainly not for the public. An earlier English
painting by Samuel Woodforde provides a visual representation of this idealized domesticity (see
fig. 1.15, reproduced from The Tate’s online collection).

Fig. 1.15. “The Bennett Family,” exh. 1803, Oil on Canvas by Samuel Woodforde, in The Tate.
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Woodforde’s commissioned oil on canvas depicts the Bennetts, who were a prosperous
Somersetshire family. The Tate catalogue description notes that the painting is split into two
halves, with the men on the left, and the women, engaged in musical activities, on the right,
“details of cosy domesticity” that “herald the approach of nineteenth-century sentiment.”61 In
addition to the separation of their activities—the boys playing, the husband watching, and the
wife and girls entertaining them—the two sexes of the family are also portrayed in contrasting
lighting, notably with the men cast in the shadows and the women spotlighted in their
lighter-colored gowns. The white gowns of the daughters, in particular, likely symbolize their
purity and innocence. The two family groupings are also separated geographically: while the
men inhabit a more outdoorsy patio, the women are heavily identified with the interior of the
household. That such a depiction of not only female domesticity, but also the harp’s role in such
settings was en vogue in the early nineteenth century can be supported by Woodforde’s
contemporary Sir Thomas Lawrence, whose letter to a portrait sitter in 1802 encouraged her not
to pose with her harp: “[t]he Harp - tis so commonplace. There's an inundation of them in the
Exhibition all strumming St. Cecilias disgracing themselves and the painters and all for the love
of Mr Erard.”62 Like with the example of “The Fireside Harp” poem, despite the foreign origin of
these paintings, we can conjecture that similar dynamics and trends were prevalent in American
drawing room culture.
However, harpists were not forever doomed to private musicking: the emergence of
orchestras in the late nineteenth century would open up new outlets for what had become an
overwhelming female harpist majority in the United States, and for some, their talents would
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take on a new existence and purpose on the concert stage. A blurring between the display of
virtuosic talent and performance styles traditionally suited to the parlor can already been seen in
the 1890s. Maud Morgan, a highly skilled amateur in New York City, expressed the viewpoint
that “our society amateurs are the equals of most [European] professionals who appear here.”63
She also shed some light on (at least her perception of) the gender breakdown of harpists in the
U.S. during this time: “[i]t is only in this country, however, that the ladies have taken up the
study of the harp to any extent. The old world is singularly lacking in female harpers.” What
Morgan might have picked up on is not that women were no longer playing the harp in Europe,
but rather that the separation between male virtuosi and female amateurs was more pronounced
than in the U.S.64 Regardless, owing to the relative scarcity of male harpists, as well as to a
developing critical mass of talented female amateurs, newly-formed U.S. orchestras, if they
needed or wanted to hire an American rather than bring in a European virtuoso, would in many
cases be forced to hire a woman (a phenomenon that will be explored further in the next two
chapters).

Summary
Although the parlor tradition as it had existed in the late-eighteenth and nineteenth
centuries waned leading into the twentieth century, the memory thereof nevertheless influenced
future generations of harpists. Not only would Western concepts of “femininity” remain, but so
too would the physical instruments themselves.
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Accounts by professional harpists active in the mid-twentieth century reveal that most
often, their choice to pursue the harp was influenced by its attractive appearance or extant
presence in their household, or both. For instance, among Salzedo’s students, Sylvia Meyer
inherited a harp her mother bought in an antique store, Lucile Lawrence was fourth in a
generational lineup of harpists, and Alice Chalifoux was the daughter of a harpist, as well as the
aunt of harpist Jeanne Chalifoux, who also enrolled at the Curtis Institute of Music.65 Numerous
other harpists justified their interest along aesthetic lines: for example, Alfred Holý’s student
Artiss de Volt, in her recollection of her first harp sighting, seemed to focus more on the visual
aspect of the harp and harpist than she did on the music:
I remember vividly that a lady came onto the stage and played a beautiful golden harp. I
can see exactly how she looked, although I don’t remember the music she played; but the
particular sound of the harp remains with me. She was wearing a long white chiffon
dress, and had a tiara in her hair that sparkled like diamonds. That was my first glimpse
of the harp.66
Such reasons for starting the harp raise the question: did young women choose the instrument
because it was “feminine,” or was the harp “feminine” because so many women were playing it?
A newspaper reporter from 1960 claimed that “[w]omen instrumentalists know that
music must be good to look at as well as heavenly to listen to—and they flock to the harp as the
most glamorous of all instruments,” which sounds remarkably similar to those comments by
Madame de Genlis in 1802: “[...] of all instruments, the harp is the only one that one dares put in
the hands of angels.”67 Both of these assertions would seem to suggest that women—from
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centuries ago to at least the mid-twentieth century—chose the harp not only because they aspired
to be associated with the heavens, but because society expected them to fulfill that given role.
As mentioned earlier in the chapter, girls’ adoption of the harp is perhaps best explained
through a Butlerian lens. By playing the harp, a historically feminized instrument, young women
of the previous centuries aligned themselves with and fulfilled societal expectations of what it
meant to be a girl, a practice which could potentially create an endless loop in the absence of
broader cultural changes. How harp girls morphed from fulfilling specific and constricted
familial roles in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries to becoming internationally respected
performers and educators in the twentieth century is the subject of the next two chapters, a
journey that begins with their admittance into—and even encouragement to attend—higher-level
music institutions.
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CHAPTER II
EXPERT EUROPEAN MALE PEDAGOGUES AND THEIR FEMALE STUDENTS

The mechanical advancements of the harp in the nineteenth century, as discussed in the
previous chapter, increasingly gained it a place in institutions of higher study and in the
orchestra. However, the harp’s strong connotations as a decorative parlor instrument were slow
to recede, resulting in its continued adoption by a female majority leading into the twentieth
century. Burgeoning harp departments, in Europe and particularly in the U.S., would therefore
come to rely on the enrollment of women to fill their studios. These institutions equipped harp
students with the necessary tools to explore career options as teachers or performers, eventually
causing a shift by the mid to late nineteenth century from male to female harpists in the highest
positions of power.
The expert male pedagogues who taught these future generations of professional female
harpists re-shaped the harp world. From these pedagogues’ privileged niche in the conservatory,
they made it their goal to “elevate” the status of the harp through the creation of new
communities, pedagogical standards and repertoire. While in most cases this mission served
primarily to validate the male pedagogues’ own serious pursuits of a coded “feminine”
instrument, the net effect was positive for their followers. Through these male virtuosi’s
concertizing, the harp gradually became accepted as a solo instrument (even though some may
argue that the harp is still subject to old-fashioned opinions of its limitations today), opening
even more professional opportunities for harpists. Many of these teachers even played a direct
role in finding their female students prestigious employment. Thus, these European male
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pedagogues became (often inadvertently) key players in the harp’s development from “feminine”
to “feminist,” or perhaps to “feminine” and “feminist.”
The focus of this chapter is the movement of influential harp pedagogues from Europe
(notably Paris) to the U.S., mapping out how and when a shift of power occurred. This new
landscape forced male harpists to re-navigate their identities and enabled female harpists, notably
in America, to achieve the ranks of some of the first regularly employed principal musicians in
professional orchestras and high-profile professors at conservatories.

The Parisian legacy: Hasselmans and his students
The Paris Conservatoire, founded in 1795, was one of the first and most important
institutions for harp pedagogy. François-Joseph Naderman spearheaded the creation of the harp
department in 1825, teaching the single-action pedal harp, but the most profound effect on the
way modern harpists learn and perform began with Alphonse Hasselmans, who taught the
double-action pedal harp at the Conservatoire from 1884–1912.1 Hasselmans instructed some of
the greatest harpists and harpist-composers of the twentieth century, including Marcel Grandjany,
Pierre Jamet, Micheline Kahn, Lily Laskine, Caroline Luigini, Henriette Renié, Carlos Salzedo,
Ada Sassoli, and Marcel Tournier.
Since the double-action pedal harp had been invented by a Parisian firm, Érard, the
professors at the Paris Conservatoire were some of the first harpists to set technical standards for
the instrument.2 Hasselmans wrote about his technique in an essay, La harpe et sa technique,
which was published posthumously in 1913. He also edited two large collections of etudes by
1
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harpists Bochsa and François-Joseph Dizi, adding fingerings and making corrections: he used
these etudes to teach his technique to his students, whom he would require to perform in
masterclass up to three times a week.3
Testimonials from Hasselmans’ students at the Conservatoire describe his strictness, high
expectations, formality, and even lack of warmth; regardless, fear engendered respect, and his
students were forced to maintain a serious work ethic if they wished to remain in his class. Pierre
Jamet, whom Hasselmans convinced to switch from the chromatic Pleyel harp to the
double-action pedal harp, and who later taught at the Conservatoire from 1948 to 1963, attests to
his teacher’s severity:
It would have been unthinkable to arrive without having warmed up before the
class, and it was out of the question to bring etudes that could not be played by
heart; without that the music would have been immediately closed on the stand! I
remember having played all of the concertos of Bochsa and Parish Alvars with
him. On one occasion, certain passages were less than perfect. I was immediately
sent back to my place followed by the words that froze me, “Let’s go to the next
student. Work, my friend!” And that was all! But I have to thank him for his
severity, because I owe him everything.4
Micheline Kahn, the harpist who premiered Ravel’s Introduction et Allegro and the dedicatee of
Fauré’s Une châtelaine en sa tour, Op. 110 also paints a picture of life at the Conservatoire
during this time:
In his classes there was strict discipline. There were three classes a week and we
never knew when we would be asked to play our two etudes and one piece, all by
heart. We had to constantly be ready. Because he had it in his head that we never
practiced on Sunday, we were almost always caught on Monday. That was the
worst day!5
Because of his demanding nature as a professor, Hasselmans was able to ingrain his technique in
the minds and hands of his diligent students.
3
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Technical studies were of paramount importance to Hasselmans: in addition to assigning
various etudes to his students, he would compose short pieces for them, such as Au monastère
[At the Monastery], La source [The Spring], and Chanson de Mai [Song of May], that
highlighted important elements of hand position and concerns of sound production.6 In the words
of Lily Laskine (Professor at the Conservatoire from 1948 to 1958), “[e]ach one of these pieces,
of medium difficulty, very melodic, teaches the student, without discouraging him [sic], the very
essence of the instrument and natural fingering.”7 For Hasselmans, dexterous finger facility was
a baseline that should be attained in order to focus on more musical concerns, namely sound
production. Many of his students talked about his “velvet tone” (Mme. S. de Chamberet, née
Cardon) and “astonishing sonority that he bequeathed to his students, a sonority at the same time
full and mellow” (Lily Laskine).8 In order to achieve this tone, Hasselmans insisted upon a
particular hand position, which Kahn describes in her testimonial:
[Hasselmans] wanted above all the thumb straight (not bent) and both hands
placed in a manner so as to play the string with the fleshy part of the finger and
not the side. With the fleshy part of the finger and a good articulation into the
hollow of the hand, you have a beautiful sound; playing on the side creates a
vigorous sound, but not a mellow sound. He held strongly to this principle, and in
this way he found a beautiful sonority for the harp.9
In bestowing his pupils with fast, clean fingers and rich, warm tones, Hasselmans created a new
sound, made recently possible by the technological advancements on the instrument; he shaped a
new generation of French harpists and teachers whose genealogy remains legendary. According
to Kahn, “[o]ne can really say with assurance that it was Hasselmans after all who remade the
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harp. When he took over the class, [...] there were two or three students. It was he who built up
the class and created the French school of harp playing.”10
Although the Paris Conservatoire’s harp department would not be headed by a woman
until Laskine’s appointment in 1948, a demographic shift away from exclusively male
professional harpists was already underway in France. Henriette Renié (1875–1956) was one of
the first to break new barriers for female musicians as not only a virtuoso of great renown, but
also as an internationally sought-after teacher and skilled composer. She claims to have been able
to play all of the existing harp repertoire soon after entering Hasselmans’ class at the
Conservatoire in 1885 at age nine, aided by a contraption invented by her father enabling her feet
to manipulate the pedals even as a young child, a repertoire which, as she describes, “wasn’t very
much.”11 Renié saw a new opportunity to expand the repertoire, and wrote some of the first
virtuosic pieces for the double-action pedal harp, including Légende (1901) based on “Les elfes”
(“The elves”) by Leconte de Lisle, Pièce symphonique (1907), and Ballade Fantastique (1912)
based on “The Tell-Tale Heart” by Edgar Allan Poe. Her highly emotive and dramatic
compositions allowed those performing her works to communicate passionately with the
audience. In a letter to her pupil Odette de Montesquiou, Renié advised her to abandon herself in
performance:
One should not be satisfied with “perfection,” with everything being in its proper place. I
don’t care about that. One must have generosity, passion, sensitivity, and spirit. One must
be able to give oneself, to give part of oneself, or what one has received; to be lacking
enough in those little ready-made ideas called “inspiration.” Too bad if it makes people
tremble and if it moves them. One only gives what one has.12
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It should be noted that the types of compositions Renié wrote and the freeness with which she
performed were a rarity, if not an aberration—not just for harpists, but for any female musician at
the time. By embodying these traits, she earned the respect of her male colleagues and served as
an early challenger to the male-virtuoso-pedagogue model, even if her gender caused her (at least
in part) to be overlooked as a potential successor to Hasselmans at the Conservatoire.13 Renié’s
passion and virtuosity attracted many international concert presenters, and students flocked from
all over the world to study privately with her, beginning when she was only a teenager. Several
of her pupils, including Marcel Grandjany, Susann McDonald, and Mildred Dilling would bring
her ideology and method of playing the harp, Méthode Complète de Harpe (published in 1924),
to the United States in the early to mid-1900s.
The gender breakdown of harpists in France in the early 1900s is hinted at in Renié’s
response to Juliette Georges-Grandjany’s inquiry about the chances of her younger cousin and
ward Marcel’s future success as a male harpist: “[v]ery big; there are hardly any.”14 Given the
institutional biases favoring male students during this time, the large number of notable female
harpists to come out of the conservatory attests to the fact that they constituted a majority in the
country during this time. This is further illustrated by the male-to-female ratio of Hasselmans’
1911 studio photo (fig. 2.1). Only one male student next to ten female students is pictured, and
he is almost obscured from view behind a row of his classmates.
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Fig. 2.1. “Hasselmans with members of his Conservatoire class who had participated in the competition of 1911,”
Photograph, reproduced from Swanson, “Hasselmans Remembered by His Students,” 15.

Several of the women who sought out the highest level of education in France under
Hasselmans would develop bonafide careers that rivaled their male counterparts. For one, Lily
Laskine (1893–1988) boasted a position as first female professor of harp at the Paris
Conservatoire from 1948 to 1958 (albeit a title that she shared with Pierre Jamet) and maintained
a widely respected status during her lifetime. She participated in a myriad of ensembles: she won
an orchestral position with the Paris Opera in her teenage years, eventually serving as its first
female member; she collaborated with famous composers including Ravel; she performed with
other orchestras including the Orchestre Koussevitzky, Orchestre Lamoureux, Orchestre National
de France, and the Orchestre Straram; and after WWII she accepted a harp position with the
Comédie Française, recorded famous film scores, collaborated with renowned singers, and
frequented cafés-théâtre on the Left Bank as a performer.15 While her fame in France was
15
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noteworthy, she did little concerticizing abroad: at least once the opportunity to travel to the
United States presented itself during her career, but her father resisted the idea of her relocating
abroad.16 Reviews of her performances were favorable, but gendered. A write-up in Matin from
1906 used the terms “delicacy . . . vigour . . . assurance . . . imagination . . . lightness . . .
brilliancy,” presenting a dichotomy between her small stature and strong playing, or in effect
reconciling her “womanly” traits (“delicacy,” “lightness,” and “imagination”) with a “masculine”
strength (“vigour,” “assurance,” and “brilliancy”) that enabled her to perform at a “serious”
level.17 Micheline Kahn, who premiered now-standard repertoire, as well as Caroline Luigini and
Ada Sassoli, prominent pedagogues of Italian heritage, were also notable female contributors to
the harp scene in France from Hasselmans’ studio. 18
Although Hasselmans was not the first double-action harp professor at the Conservatoire,
he was the head of the department during the Second Industrial Revolution, a crucial social and
technological turning point in the Western world. While the harp’s mechanism had been patented
in 1810, the instrument was still undergoing alterations over the course of the century that
stabilized its pitch and enhanced its sound. For a moment in the early twentieth century, the
Érard harp even had to briefly compete with Pleyel’s chromatic harp (invented in 1897).19
Significant social change was underway as well, including population growth and the rise of the
professional middle class, a subsection of the population that would have comprised the majority
of the student body at the Conservatoire. Therefore, while the impact of Hasselmans’ individual
teaching style should not be neglected, as even those outside France viewed him as a master
16
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pedagogue, his circumstances likely played a large role in his ability to teach so many harpists
that would come to occupy professional positions in the following decades.20 Nevertheless,
because of his rather fortunate position, the effect that he had on future generations of harpists is
monumental: Hasselmans provided aspiring musicians with the tools to succeed and served as an
exemplar whom they—especially his male students—would later emulate. Under Hasselmans,
the harp began its journey of “elevation” from the parlor to the concert hall.

The birth of music conservatories in the United States
The first U.S. music conservatories were founded between 1865 and 1905, approximately
100 years after their European counterparts; as a result, nineteenth-century American musicians
aspiring to greater recognition on their instruments frequently sought out renowned pedagogues
in Europe.21 Men and women alike made this pilgrimage, although often in the case of the latter,
the voyage served more as a real-world finishing school than as an opportunity for professional
development.22 By the early 1900s, public opinion of women studying abroad held that they
would become “spoiled for domesticity” or “compromised,” which deterred women afraid of
ruining their familial prospects.23 This, coupled with the outbreak of World War I, effectively
halted the traffic of female musicians venturing overseas until 1917.
Harpists, due perhaps to the later gain in popularity of the instrument in the U.S.
compared to that in Europe (as well as to its strongly feminine connotations), followed a slightly
20
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different trajectory than other instrumentalists. Newspaper articles from the end of the nineteenth
century suggest that harpists—amateur or otherwise—were scarce, but growing in number: while
there were only an estimated twelve harpists in New York City in 1880, by 1890 that number had
increased to about one hundred (in contrast, by 1896 apparently only one harpist existed in the
state of Kansas).24 Famed harpist Maud Morgan, who instructed many of the young society
women in New York City, was self-taught. 25 She confesses in a 1893 interview that “[...] there
were no teachers of the harp in America when I studied. I studied at home and all alone. I had to
take piano music and adapt it to the harp.”26 In the same article she also speaks optimistically
about the “decided change in favor of the harp,” while still lamenting the “sad apathy displayed
toward th[e] instrument.”27 Etude Magazine’s article “Harpists in Demand” also depicts the
“ever-increasing popularity of the harp” in part through the success of “well-known harpist”
Clara Murray’s private studio, which boasted student participation and membership in various
orchestras.28
Despite the increase in interest for the instrument leading into the twentieth century, there
are few records of harpists studying abroad prior to WWI. The lack of information about harpists
making this pilgrimage suggests that mostly amateur women traveled abroad during this time.
For instance, Sallie Ward Lawrence (Mrs. Seth Turner Crawford)’s studies with Hasselmans in
Paris were likely only chronicled because of the eventual fame of her niece, Lucile Lawrence.29
Additionally, according to Wenonah Milton Govea, author of Nineteenth- and Twentieth-Century
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Harpists: A Bio-Critical Sourcebook, Henriette Renié complained that her former teacher
Hasselmans referred only young, mediocre female students to her between 1901–1903, some of
whom were probably foreigners.30 The sizable number of European male harpists engaged in
principal positions in U.S. orchestras further proves that there was an influx of quality harpists in
the opposite direction.31
Some of these European male harpists, largely of Austro-Hungarian extraction, would
instruct American students at conservatories or privately. Edmund and Heinrich Schuëcker,
Alfred Hóly, and Alfred Kastner, for instance, were notable Austrian harpists who held important
U.S. orchestral and teaching positions around the turn of the century.32
Heinrich Schuëcker was invited to join the Boston Symphony Orchestra in 1885, where
he was employed in conjunction with a teaching position at the New England Conservatory of
Music until his death.33 His brother Edmund Schuëcker, active with the Chicago Orchestra from
its inception in 1891 until 1900, was the first harpist of his caliber to teach in Chicago (and
probably the entire Midwest).34 He later performed as a member of the Pittsburgh Symphony
Orchestra in 1903, the Philadelphia Orchestra from 1904 to 1909, and the Metropolitan Opera in
1910.35 Like many of his kind, this European virtuoso-composer-pedagogue’s influence could be
measured in part by the frequency with which his compositions were performed: his Mazurka,
Op. 12 was evidently a recital favorite in Chicago for many years.36 Edmund’s son Joseph also
30
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performed as principal harpist with two of the same ensembles, the Pittsburgh Symphony
Orchestra (1904 and 1926–1930) and the Philadelphia Orchestra (1909).37 Joseph also taught
harp at the Carnegie Institute of Technology (now Carnegie Mellon University) while employed
by the Pittsburgh Symphony Orchestra.38
Alfred Holý replaced Heinrich at the Boston Symphony Orchestra and New England
Conservatory of Music upon the latter’s death in 1913 and remained at those institutions until
1928. The fact that Holý was able to keep his employment in the U.S. during WWI should not be
taken for granted. Having been born in Oporto, Portugal, he escaped the BSO’s persecution of
Germans and Austrians; the conductor Dr. Karl Muck and fifteen other orchestral members were
less fortunate.39 However, Holý eventually left the U.S. for Austria of his own accord after only
fifteen years in the States.40 After his return to Europe, he lamented the fact that his successor at
NEC, Bernard Zighéra “is anxious to diminish my Boston successes and reputation by fighting
my principles and pressing on my former pupils the ‘new French way’ of harp playing, which
was neither Hasselmanns’ [sic] method nor is Grandjany’s way.” 41
Like his male European contemporaries, Holý took great pride and purpose in creating
his own pedagogical legacy, which would be carried on by his predominantly female students.42
He also sought to create a new wealth of repertoire for the harp, a body of works, which until
then, according to one of his most successful pupils and author of his biography Artiss de Volt,
37
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“were of inferior quality, most of them written to show off the harp by means of flowery effects.
One can play piece after piece of Holý’s and find none of these.”43 Holý’s imperative to change
the stereotypes of at least one aspect of the harp, its repertoire, can perhaps be better understood
upon an examination of his memoirs of his early studies in Prague, which reveal his insecurities
as a male minority in the harpist community.
Holý recalled feeling cornered into choosing the harp as an instrument of study at the
Prague Conservatory as a teenager (due to its suitability for private study during his military
service) and being discriminated against as a male harpist during his early career.44 He expressed
discomfort about those times he was overlooked at school by those more interested in his
“attractive” female colleagues. Additionally, he bemoaned the preferential treatment of his rich
female colleague, to whom their teacher gifted an “ostentatious harp ordered from Paris” and
attributed the following mention of his name during his first appearance with the conservatory
orchestra to her social standing rather than to his playing: “[e]specially noteworthy was the
lovely young lady handling the harp . . . with whom we mention her co-harpist Holý.” However,
his recollection of the conservatory director’s words of warning that he would be “overshadowed
by the young ladies” in the professional realm would prove to be untrue.45 He later admitted
himself that “[f]ortune, however, was kind enough to avenge me.”46
Last in the group of high-profile Central European harpists to leave an early mark on the
U.S. harp scene was Alfred Kastner, whose most enduring influence emanated out of Los
Angeles, where he was appointed first harpist of the new Los Angeles Philharmonic from 1919
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to 1936.47 Upon the start of his contract with the orchestra, he enlisted one of his first pupils on
the West Coast, the high schooler May Hogan Cambern, to serve as his second harpist, which
earned her a status as the first and youngest woman in the ensemble.48 Several of his students,
Cambern included, would go on to work in film recording studios in Hollywood.49 The
professional status acquired by these students points once more to a proportionally higher
number of practicing female harpists in the U.S.
Despite the presence of these notable Central European harpists in North America in the
early 1900s, their pedagogical lineage has become overshadowed by proponents of the French
School. This can perhaps be attributed to three factors: the incredible powerhouse that was the
Paris Conservatoire during this time, the vogue of French culture and fashion in the U.S.,
particularly among the upper class and bourgeoisie, and the impact of the world wars. These
three factors are inextricably tied. The aftermath of the French Revolution led to higher-standing
citizens fleeing to the U.S. in the late eighteenth century. Some of these émigrés turned their
once leisurely pursuit of drawing-room harp-playing into a means of survival through teaching,
thus generating a “first wave” of interest in Frenchness and the (French) harp in the U.S.50 New
intrigue in French culture, coupled with the caché of its eliteness, undoubtedly contributed to the
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popularity of Paris as a destination for those wishing to refine their skills abroad in the nineteenth
century, particularly at a school as prestigious as the Conservatoire. And finally, the world wars
diminished the migration of Eastern European harpists, who became an increasingly rarer species
in the U.S. by the mid-1900s, in turn shifting the focus even more in the direction of a French
education. When orchestras were finally ready—or even forced (due to the scarcity of male
harpists)—to hire female harpists for permanent principal positions by the early mid-century,
they turned to the Frenchmen Grandjany and Salzedo, two of a dwindling number of high-profile
European pedagogues left, to recommend their students for the jobs.
In the interwar period, many more “serious” female harpists sought study abroad, often at
the suggestion of their primary instructors. Salzedo, during his early years in the U.S., was often
directly or indirectly instrumental in convincing young Americans to study in Paris, and by
introducing Mildred Dilling to Renié in 1917, he created another strong ambassador for study in
France.51 Dilling referred many of her students to Renié, among whom was Sally Maxwell; she
also led a group of five pupils to Étretat, France for a summer harp retreat in 1922.52 Some other
high-profile American harpists, including Lucile Johnson Rosenbloom, Virginia Morgan, and
Eileen Malone, instead sought out study with Marcel Tournier (Professor at the Paris
Conservatoire after Hasselmans).53
Once Salzedo and Grandjany were appointed to prominent music conservatory posts in
the United States, harpists could receive a French education year-round without leaving their
home soil—something particularly convenient for female harpists who risked jeopardizing a
51
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family life by traveling abroad. Salzedo served as the first instructor of the Curtis Institute of
Music’s new harp department beginning in 1924, and Grandjany, whose emigration from France
was motivated by an impending WWII, started teaching at The Juilliard School in 1938. 54 Both
musicians brought with them certain traditions that Hasslemans had imparted unto them when
they were students at the Paris Conservatoire, such as an insistence on “proper” sound
production and the use of their own compositions as pedagogical materials.55
While both Grandjany and Salzedo related core values of the “French Method” to their
students, Salzedo took greater measures to brand his style of teaching as “unique”: to this end, he
published method books of his own (including the Modern Study of Harp, published in 1921, and
Method for the Harp, which he co-authored with Lucile Lawrence, published in 1929). For some,
Salzedo’s method has become synonymous with “American” harp-playing today because of
these efforts to differentiate himself, as well as his determination to solidify his legacy. Although
the successes of many of Grandjany’s pupils—and their pupils’ pupils (and so forth)—are
noteworthy, Salzedo, with his early arrival on the scene and bold pedagogical missions, can be
credited with ushering in a new era for (female) harpists in the United States.56
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Salzedo: a paradoxical “feminizer” of the harp
Salzedo’s appointment as a professor of the harp, an instrument that women had
traditionally been encouraged to play and teach at an amateur level, fit in with the early
twentieth-century trend of the “ascendancy of the male expert.”57 In this position of power over
mainly female students, Salzedo thrived, becoming, over time, something of a cult-like figure.
Ironically, while Salzedo himself attempted to masculinize certain aspects of the instrument,
including its form, repertoire, and extended techniques, as a pedagogue he did much to perpetrate
the myth of the “feminine” harpist. As a talented networker, he helped his students obtain
high-profile jobs.
First-hand student accounts and newspaper article quotations of Salzedo bring one of his
primary missions to light: to elevate the status of the harp. In some not-so-discreet terms,
Salzedo conveyed to the American press his disgust with the state of the harp repertoire prior to
his entry as virtuoso-composer. He referred to some of the nineteenth-century solo pieces as
“bonbons” and “putrid,” and criticized the “inartistic and unharpistic harpism of yesterday” on
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numerous occasions (and as early as 1922).58 Salzedo leaned on his experience as part of the
International Composer’s Guild to write increasingly modern music for the harp. One way in
which he achieved a new sound on the instrument was through the use of extended techniques,
such as gushing chords, xylophonic sounds, and nail glissandi. He codified many of these novel
effects in his L'étude moderne de la harpe (1921), which in turn served as a reference book for
those writing for the instrument.
These new sounds can be heard in many of Salzedo’s own compositions, but perhaps
most obviously so in his Sonata for Harp and Piano (1922). The following excerpts from the
Sonata (figs. 2.2–2.5) reveal his use of several of the above-mentioned effects, as well as his
“thunder effect.”59
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Fig. 2.2. “Gushing chord” in m. 68

Fig. 2.3. “Xylophonic sounds” in m. 7

Fig. 2.4. “Thunder effect” in m. 56

Fig. 2.5. “Falling-hail effect” in m. 49

Salzedo, in his L’étude moderne de la harpe indicates how to actualize these effects: for the
“gushing chord,” one “[slides] brusquely in the centre of the strings from the starting-note to the
end-note, as the arrow points, upward with the third finger, downward with the thumb”; for the
“xylophonic sound,” the left hand’s “finger-tips firmly pres[s] on the lowest extremity of the
strings indicated by square notes,” while the “[r]ight hand plays in the centre of the same
strings”; for the “thunder effect,” one “slid[es] violently with the 2d finger of the left hand, from
the starting note to the end-note (wire strings), as the arrow points, allowing the strings
intentionally to strike against each other, and let them vibrate”; and for the “falling-hail effect,”
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one “glid[es] in the centre of the strings, with the back of the fingernails; in descending, the palm
of the hand inward; in ascending, the palm of the hand turned outward [...] This sonority is finest
when played p and rather slowly.”60 Not pictured above are Salzedo’s “plectric sounds,”
“whistling sounds,” “guitaric sounds,” “æolian fluxes,” and “con sordino” (or use of a paper
mute), which also appear in the Sonata.
Salzedo likely preferred these more shocking soundscapes to the “sweeter” sounds of the
past, as they helped distance his identity as male virtuoso harpist from the “fragile” parlor
woman of the past.61 Some of his comments on harp and gender, particularly that “[t]he harp is a
feminine instrument, but it takes a man to play it,” demonstrate that he associated strength—and
therefore masculinity—with “success.”62 Or, they reveal a man desperate to maintain his power
by prohibiting female musicians—including his female students, who comprised the majority of
his studio—from achieving the same virtuosic status that he allowed himself. In order to
accomplish this goal, Salzedo transformed the harp into a more “worthy” instrument by stripping
it of its “femininity,” first in sound, and then in form.
In 1928, Lyon & Healy began manufacturing a new harp that Salzedo had designed in
collaboration with Witold Gordon (see fig. 2.6).63 This harp was more subdued in its coloring,
and it possessed hard, angular shapes in place of the smoother curves and floral decorations of
previous models, traits that are typically considered more “feminine.” In addition to its
appearance, the harp also boasted a “fuller” sound due to Salzedo’s expansion of the soundboard,
another “masculinizing” trait.
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Fig. 2.6. Salzedo with the Salzedo model harp, 1936, Photograph, included in Bitter, Pentacle.

Newspapers lauded Salzedo’s art deco harp, proclaiming that the “old-world” harp was
now a relic of the past. A 1959 article in The Star Press was particularly enamored by the
instrument: “[t]he harp used by Salzedo is the last word in harp making. His instrument is
parallel to the famous Stradivarious [sic] in sound quality. The design of the instrument does
away with the legendary golden, parlor furniture style of the harp.”64 Both the press and
Salzedo’s students seemed convinced of its supremacy, even if their beliefs were a product of
indoctrination.

64

“Harpists Get in Shape for Midwest Festival,” The Star Press, February 1, 1959, sec. A-7. A concert review in The
Dispatch, April 2, 1943, 10, also praises the new harp models: “[m]agnificent, ultra-modern looking instruments [...]
superb stream-lined harps add to the stage picturesqueness of the Salzedo concert ensemble.”

74

Several of his students, including Edna Phillips, Alice Chalifoux and Sylvia Meyer,
adopted the Salzedo model for use in their orchestra positions (see Appendix B for photographs
of Salzedo’s students with their Salzedo model harps).65 Another of his students, Lillian Phillips,
former harp professor at Ball State University, recalls that she wanted the Salzedo model when
she was younger, but could not afford the price. Nevertheless, Salzedo was so insistent that she
buy his model that he canceled her order for a competing Lyon & Healy Style 23 several times
before giving up.66 Years later, L. Phillips finally bought the Salzedo model. To this day, the
Salzedo model, which was later revived in 1979 after its initial production halted in 1954,
remains one of the most sought-after harp models.67 By designing a sleeker harp and injecting the
harp repertoire with a shot of virility, Salzedo not only suited his own needs as a performer, but
managed to challenge some preconceived notions of the harp.
Salzedo’s views on “modernizing” the instrument, however, were incongruent with his
beliefs about how a harpist should look both in gesture and in dress. The trademark technique of
the Salzedo Method is a graceful, dance-like movement in which the harpist raises their arms in
the air after playing a chord, which in theory enhances the aural effect (see fig. 2.7).
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Fig. 2.7. Judy Loman, a pupil of Salzedo, displaying Salzedo’s trademark technique during a YouTube virtual house
concert in 2020, Judy Loman, “Judy Loman in Concert,” July 16, 2020, YouTube,
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KrSFat47tJo.

Famous choreographer/dancer Vaslav Nijinsky recognized the movement’s theatricality:
“Salzedo’s hands explain the music before the music starts.”68 According to Edna Phillips, even
her colleagues at the Philadelphia Orchestra were convinced by the “pleasing gestures” that went
up and down in accordance with the music.69 This practice only served to augment the existing
stereotypes of harpistic movements, such as those which American harpist Clara Murray,
considered “one of the leading woman harpists of the world” by the press, held: “[t]he harp is
preeminently the instrument for woman, as it not only offers the most pronounced opportunities
for the display of personal graces, but really enforces the cultivation of pleasing movements and
poses.”70
In addition to moving elegantly, Salezdo’s students were expected to dress beautifully.
Numerous accounts exist of Salzedo enforcing or disapproving of the appearance of his female
students. L. Phillips reports being thrown out of a harp lesson because Salzedo was furious that
68
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she had cut her hair so close to performing in concert; she explained that “[Salzedo] felt that all
harpists should have long hair.”71 At the famous summer harp colony in Camden, Maine,
“Salzedo insisted that the girls should always be properly dressed. Even going downtown, the
rule was you weren’t to be seen if you weren’t in a skirt,” according to Alice Chalifoux. 72 During
the annual class photo at the same institution, Salzedo required his students to wear white
dresses.73 The resulting images tell a tale of a master standing (quite literally) at the center of his
faithful followers (see fig. 2.8 for a representative example, and Appendix C for more class
photos). These pictures evoke strong iconographic connotations, be they of choruses of angels
surrounding a saint or God-like figure, or members of a cult whose indistinctiveness serves to
highlight the uniqueness and sovereignty of their leader.
The power—and gender—dynamics are further illustrated by fig. 2.9, which displays
Salzedo dressed as a devil and his female students wearing angelic garb on a parade float. The
design of a tapestry in the Camden harp studio also served as a reminder of Salzedo’s authority
during the summer camp: waves that simultaneously represented the curvature of the harp and
his students (elements of the “feminine”) are traversed by a red comet streaking across the center
(the phallic “masculine”).74 Marietta Bitter, author of the biography Pentacle on Salzedo and
herself a former member of the Salzedo Harp Ensemble, emphasizes the dichotomy between
master and student through her choice of words in describing the Ensemble’s concerts: “[w]ith
shoes to match, we all sailed on the stage, convinced that we were pretty breathtaking. Perhaps
we were. We always got a hand, even before our shepherd, Salzedo, made his entrance,
71
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immaculate in black tails.”75 Here, Bitter’s comparison of Salzedo to a “shepherd” effectively
reduces the identity of those prettily-dressed girls following his lead to “sheep.”

Fig. 2.8. “Camden class, 1941,” Photograph, reproduced from Bitter, Pentacle.

Fig. 2.9. “This 1941 fourth of July parade float featured one of Salzedo’s favorite maxims,” Photograph, reproduced
from Bitter, Pentacle.

Several statements from Salzedo himself, as well as the public’s perception of his
students, suggest that he had little interest in dressing up “ugly” harpists. Part of these
preferences likely came from his own paradoxical views that the harp is a young woman’s
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instrument, and part of them likely stemmed from his sexual desires.76 His womanizing
tendencies are widely acknowledged by harpists today, and his marriages to two of his former
students, Lucile Lawrence and Marjorie Call, provide evidence of such behavior. Edna Phillips,
who seemingly escaped his romancing, shared with Welsh, the author of her biography, that
many stories existed of his successful exploits with women.77 During Salzedo’s tenure, only
seven male harpists enrolled at the Curtis Institute of Music compared to some sixty women;
these statistics hint not only at the gender distribution of harpists in the U.S., but also at
Salzedo’s preference for the “fairer sex.”78 Lawrence provides an additional explanation for
Salzedo’s attention toward his female students in an interview published in The American Harp
Journal in 1988:
[Salzedo] was a world-class harpist who made no bones about being a male chauvinist ...
and was always looking for a male successor. I think he wanted what we call a “clone.”
But that would be unrealistic in any case. He said a woman would never be able to do it.
... I think the basic problem with Salzedo and his male pupils is that a man is not as likely
to accept direction blindly as some women do. I think this is why he had more success
with his female students.79
One need only be reminded of Bitter’s “shepherd” comment to see that Lawrence’s opinion was
shared by various other students. However, Lawrence’s strong language also problematically
creates a negative stereotype of women during this time, depicting them as “weak” and
“unaware.” Enunciated in this way so many years after her studies with Salzedo, Lawrence’s
description of his female students as “blind” likely serves to reconcile her own
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behavior—notably her seven-year marriage to Salzedo—with her illustrious career path.80
Perhaps she later understood the weight of seemingly jocular comments made by Salzedo about
their relationship, including the following passage from their wedding announcement “She
Married Her Deadly Rival”: “‘The competition was terrible,’ interposes Mr. Salzedo, ‘and I
realized that I had to either kill [Lawrence] or marry her.’”81 I argue that the women who revered
and followed Salzedo were not “blind” so much as eager to advance their own careers using
whatever means and societal structures were available to them. In retrospect, some of these past
behaviors might have felt embarrassing or degrading to those women involved. By 1988, some
seventeen years after Salzedo’s death, one can understand how Lawrence might have questioned
her willingness to edify his professional life, for example by sharing the credit with him for
Method for the Harp, a project she initiated, or allowing the absorption of her Lawrence Harp
Quintette into his Salzedo Harp Ensemble (see fig. 2.10 for a photograph of the latter).82

Fig. 2.10. Salzedo Harp Ensemble (Lawrence stands to Salzedo’s right, and Bitter sits to his left), Photograph, in
Bitter, Pentacle. Also pictured in the ensemble are Grace Wymer, Eleanor Shaffner, Carolyn Howell, and Thurema
Sokol.
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Salzedo’s obsession with the appeal of youthfulness, coupled with the way in which he
glamorously presented his students, likely contributed not only to the gendered image of harpists,
but also to expectations of their attractiveness. Countless concert reviews of Salzedo’s ensembles
qualify the female performers as “beautiful,” and the following passage from a 1951 article sums
up the effect of his aesthetical curation particularly well: “[t]raditionally the harp’s a man’s
instrument. Now it belongs to the ladies, thanks largely to Salzedo. Girls must be beautiful or at
least interesting-looking to become pupils of his.”83
In establishing complete control over the appearance of his studio and those of his
performing groups, Salzedo managed to create his own “brand.” Salzedo was able to further
promote his school by leaning on his networking abilities to place his students in orchestral
positions. These connections were forged in the many years prior to his appointment at the Curtis
Institute of Music. He made friends with many notable conductors, composers, and other
high-profile benefactors and artists during his early performing years in the U.S. With time, he
enlisted these figures to aid him in various enterprises, such as with the formation of the National
Association of Harpists. The list of composers and conductors who supported Salzedo on the
Endorsement Committee for this project in 1920 reads like something of a “Who’s Who” in the
U.S. classical world.84 One such endorser was Leopold Stokowski, who later turned to Salzedo
when he needed a replacement second harpist at the Philadelphia Orchestra.85
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Edna Phillips, whom Salzedo recommended to the post, recalls his urging her to audition
for the maestro, offering a justification along the lines of “[w]hen my students take positions in
great orchestras like the Philadelphia, more and more people will learn about the Salzedo
Method. They will see how important it is.”86 According to Welsh, this argument convinced
Phillips, who believed fervently in her teacher’s mission.87 While the position was originally
meant to be for second harp, by a fortuitous turn, Phillips was instead asked to fill the principal
harp role, thus beginning her distinguished career with the orchestra. Later, she too became a
proselytizer for the Salzedo Method in suggesting that Salzedo contact Nikolai Sokoloff after the
latter approached her about needing a harpist for the Cleveland Orchestra.88 Alice Chalifoux
ascended to Cleveland’s principal harp post in 1931, only a year after Phillips joined the
Philadelphia Orchestra. Chalifoux described the audition experience in an article published
shortly after she signed a three-year contract with the ensemble:
[...the audition] was arranged by Mr. Salzedo. He and Mr. Sokoloff are very warm
friends. The audition took place in New York, and there were five harpists who
played for Mr. Sokoloff and Weyert Moor, business manager for the Cleveland
Symphony Orchestra. Mr. Salzedo was present when I played.89
The early 1930s proved a fruitful time for Salzedo’s female students with Phillips’s
appointment to a principal position in 1930, Chalifoux’s in 1931, and Meyer’s in 1933 to the
National Symphony Orchestra, once more on Salzedo’s recommendation, this time to Hans
Kindler.90 Phillips would later affectionately deem this trifecta “the sisterhood of pioneer
firsts.”91 These harpists had fulfilled the prognostication of the first national harp convention
concert’s review in Musical America (1921), which described the spectacle as “prophetic of days
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to come for, if not a foreshadowing taste of another world, it brings the day nearer when harp
ensembles shall be a common sight and women harpists shall sit in the chairs of the great
orchestras.”92 Salzedo and his primarily female students thus benefited from a symbiotic
relationship: as his students gained professional footing, his reputation rose.

Other notable “American” harp pedagogues
In addition to the orchestral success that many of Salzedo’s students achieved, a large
number of his pupils became influential pedagogues in their own right. Some other notable
students to attain prestigious orchestral employment include Florence Wightman (Cleveland
Orchestra, NBC Radio Symphony Orchestra, Metropolitan Opera, Lyric Opera of Chicago),
Reinhardt Elster (Metropolitan Opera), Edward Druzinsky (Pittsburgh Symphony Orchestra,
Detroit Symphony Orchestra, Chicago Symphony Orchestra), Lucile Lawrence (Radio City),
Marilyn Costello (Philadelphia Orchestra), and Lynn Wainwright Palmer (Indianapolis
Symphony, Philadelphia Orchestra).93 Lucile Johnson (Bigelow Rosenbloom) headed the new
harp department at the Eastman School of Music in 1926, where she would train a robust roster
of future professional harpists.94 The Conservatory of Music of Oberlin College would also
become an important outpost for the Salzedo Method’s dissemination, beginning with Lucy
Lewis’s appointment in 1937.95 Notable others include Casper Reardon, who in 1927
spearheaded the harp department at the Cincinnati Conservatory of Music; Lynn Wainwright
Palmer, who taught at Louisiana State University, began the harp department at the University of
92
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Michigan, and brought the Salzedo Method to the Northwest upon her move to Seattle, where
she was appointed to the University of Washington faculty; and Alice Chalifoux, who taught at
the Cleveland Institute of Music, the Oberlin Conservatory of Music and the Baldwin-Wallace
Conservatory of Music. One must also mention the extraordinary impact of those assistant
teachers Salzedo employed during his time at the Curtis Institute of Music, Florence Wightman
and Lucile Lawrence, the latter of whom later taught at Boston University, Mannes College of
Music, and Boston University. This ripple effect cemented the technique and tone of the Salzedo
Method throughout North America.
Although Salzedo attracted students and dazzled audiences with his flamboyant
personality, his colleague Grandjany from the Paris Conservatoire also left a significant mark on
the American harp scene despite his more subdued character. As proof of this, many professional
U.S. orchestral harpists and higher-education harp faculty today can trace their pedagogical
lineage back through one of these two men.96 Additionally, a rift between these two “schools” of
playing appears to persist into the twenty-first century.97
Just as divisions have existed between supporters of both of these “schools,” so too have
reviewers of their performances expressed their preferences. While many newspaper articles
from the twentieth century lauded Salzedo’s showmanship, often endowing him with the
moniker “harpist virtuoso,” others appreciated Grandjany’s contrasting, more down-to-earth
character: “[m]aster of all the tricks that concert harpists know, Grandjany, respecting his
96
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audience, scorns to take advantage of anything that would suggest the theatrical. His art is
legitimate—it is distinctive.”98 In fact, those compliments that Salzedo received often focused
more on the “masculine” qualities he brought to a performance, such as his “versatility” and
ability to exploit “the full vocabulary of the harp,” whereas Grandjany embodied those
traditional, more “feminine” connotations of the harp in his emphasis on finding beauty of tone.99
A review of Grandjany’s first concert in the United States in New York City’s Aeolian
Hall is representative of the type of language often used to describe his playing:
Grandjany makes the harp sing, or perhaps ‘breathe’ expresses it better, the spirit of
poetry in music, and calls upon the imagination of his audience as few other harpists of
the present day have been able to. His ‘tone’, as the technical critics have frequently
pointed out, has beautiful roundness, clarity, and sonority.100
Another review from his 1926 concert tour described the sound he created in even more
explicitly “feminine” imagery, comparing his harp to a “great golden loom” and his performance
thereupon to the weaving of “tapestries of sound.”101 Rather than viewed as something of an
incongruity at the “feminine” harp with his “manly” physique, as had been the case with older
generations of male harpist-virtuosos, the combination of his delicate sound and “tapering
fingers” only served to heighten his mystique: “Monsieur Grandjany is a very handsome young
man, dark and typically French . . . His listeners were speechless with wonder at the lightening
[sic] swiftness of the artist’s tapering fingers as they ran across the strings and at the strains of
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celestial sweetness that filled the auditorium.”102 The fact that Grandjany was not as outspoken
about “masculinizing” the instrument or its repertoire as Salzedo perhaps owes to the public’s
acceptance of these “feminine” qualities; for Grandjany, this queerness seemingly added to his
overall performance and allure and maintained a certain “status quo” of the “feminine” harp.103
Even still, it is these men’s similarities rather than their differences that played a key role
in defining the culture of North American harpists. Both were passionate about fostering
community among American harpists, expanding the repertoire of the harp, creating professional
opportunities for their students, and passing on their French technical training (albeit slightly
modified) to generations of harpists. While Salzedo reached into the future to create new works
for the “twentieth-century harp,” replete with extended techniques, Grandjany often looked to the
past as inspiration for original compositions, such as in Rhapsodie pour la harpe (publ. 1922),
which transforms a theme from a Gregorian chant, or for fresh transcriptions and arrangements,
in works such as Ave Maria (Schubert, arr. Grandjany) (publ. 1963), the Bach-Grandjany Etudes
(publ. 1970), and Music for the Harp (a collection of Renaissance and Baroque transcriptions)
(publ. posthumously in 1988), among many others. Both of these harpists’ tactics would attract
new audiences for harp performances, thereby raising awareness of the instrument’s soloistic
potential. Similar in mission to Salzedo’s National Association of Harpists, the American Harp
Society, founded in part by Grandjany in 1962, possessed as one of its goals the fostering of
102
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“[g]ood new compositions for the harp.”104 And perhaps most memorable of all were these
harpists’ roles as mentors to future generations of harpists.
Like Salzedo, Grandjany boasted a primarily female studio, and recommended his
students to orchestral posts when appropriate. A program from a 1939 recital, soon after
Grandjany began teaching at The Juilliard School, lists only one male student alongside six
female students.105 This gender breakdown is further reflected in the primarily female accounts
that comprise the many glowing testimonials of Grandjany’s generosity as a teacher included in
Ruth Inglefield’s Marcel Grandjany: Lucien Thomson, Burma G. Small, Miriam Lickert Dunn,
Anne Everingham Adams, Rosemary Evans Hinman, Assunta Dell’Aquila, Dorothy K. Knauss,
Ann Stoddard Feltham, M. Josephine Colville, Catherine Gotthoffer, Mary F. Kay, Dolores C.
Mielke, Carla Emerson Furlong, Helen L. Keith, Catherine Jackson, Lidia Tanina-Stopkievich,
and Jane Weidensaul are among the students who contributed letters to the text, which serves as
something of an “homage” to his memory.106 A 1952 letter from Grandjany to Julia Louise
Hermann reveals that he helped secure her spot as principal harpist of the Dallas Symphony
Orchestra after his other student, Catherine Gothoffer, left her post (for an MGM contract). This
is but one example of what were likely many other instances in which Grandjany advocated for
his students, who happened to be predominantly female.107 The esteemed jobs that many of their
students would hold, whether teaching or performing, ensured Grandjany and Salzedo’s

104

Grandjany founded the American Harp Society in 1962 alongside S. Mario DiStefano, Mildred Dilling, Eileen
Malone, Lucile Rosenbloom, Alberto Salvi, Edward Vito, and Bernard Zighéra. See Inglefield, Marcel Grandjany,
24–25.
105
Inglefield, Marcel Grandjany, 91.
106
Inglefield, Marcel Grandjany, 92–114.
107
Marcel Grandjany, “Mr. Grandjany Writes to Julia Louise Hermann,” The American Harp Journal (Summer,
2007): 40–41,
http://ezproxy.gc.cuny.edu/login?url=https://www-proquest-com.ezproxy.gc.cuny.edu/scholarly-journals/mr-grandja
ny-writes-julia-louise-hermann/docview/869261083/se-2?accountid=7287.

87

pedagogical legacies for decades to come and solidified the U.S. harp community’s roots to the
French technique and the traditions of Hasselmans.

Summary
The phenomenon in which primarily European male experts were able to leave a lasting
mark on the U.S. harp scene was not accidental. These influential harp figures benefited from the
privileges society allowed them, namely their employment at the best conservatories and
orchestras, as well as the ability to travel and concertize freely without the fear of social
repercussions. They would have no option but to pass the baton to their female students by the
mid-twentieth century due to the harp’s increasing adoption by women, some of whom saw the
instrument as their entry ticket into the professional world. However, this “top-down” change
had its problems: those female students would inherit their male predecessors’ value judgements
and systemic structures, arguably with lasting repercussions until today.
For instance, harpists’ “creative” accomplishments, such as the production of
compositions or method books, have historically been valued more than other endeavors, such as
performing or teaching. While Mildred Dilling boasted an illustrious international concertizing
career, she is less celebrated than her contemporary Carlos Salzedo today. Why one virtue over
another should be valued can only be explained by those placing judgements on them, namely
the patriarchal systems that have long dominated the history of music. The idea of men as the
predominant “creators” and women as the “doers” has pervaded society for hundreds of years,
and within the harp world, this mentality has been abundantly clear. Twentieth-century accounts
abound of harp students of various teachers only attributing “greatness” to their male teachers,
regardless of how long they studied with them; for instance, one student of both Carlos Salzedo
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and his student Lynn Wainwright Palmer commented that “[o]f course, there was my teacher
Lynn, but Salzedo was the creator.”108 Her referring to Salzedo by his last name and Palmer by
her first name, Lynn, also reveals a difference in respect granted to them. A rare counter-example
presents itself in Henriette Renié, who composed as much as she taught and performed, and was
revered by her students, Marcel Grandjany included. However, had she been a man, her success
might have been even greater, if only due to the fact that she could have traveled more easily,
thereby creating an even larger international presence.
Many harpists took it upon themselves to “elevate the status of the harp,” but their
concept of what this meant varied, particularly across gender lines. Before the strong presence in
the U.S. of some of the notable European male pedagogues profiled in this chapter, harpists such
as Maud Morgan aspired to start a school for harp in the hopes of alerting others to the
instrument’s potential for “poetry and romance.”109 While acknowledging that some viewed the
instrument as merely “a framework or setting for the old-fashioned ballads,” she argued that the
harp was already capable of “wondrous possibilities.”110 Salzedo, however, felt that a certain
amount of “change” was needed in order to raise its reputation, a change that he could bring
about through the “masculinization” of its form and repertoire. Through the repetition of this
ideology, it became a fact for many of his students. For one, Alice Chalifoux fervently believed,
at least at the end of her career, that harpists “back yonder” only played “hearts-and-flowers” and
that “angels play trumpets, not harps.”111 In effect, Salzedo’s effacing of those identities that did
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not suit his own professional mission also by definition rendered inadequate a subsection of the
repertoire traditionally embraced by women.
The question remains, to what extent can we give proprietorship to any one individual for
their so-called “innovations”? Can we in fact credit a person like Salzedo for the value systems
that his students adopted? What of those students who only studied with him for a week at
Camden versus several years at the Curtis Institute of Music? What of those students, such as
Lucile Johnson Rosenbloom or Mildred Dilling, who studied with several teachers? Can we
simply draw a line back to the common denominator of Hasselmans as the root of these U.S.
influencers? The likely answer to all these questions is “no”; regardless, there is something
significant about the lasting narratives of these teachers’ contributions to the modern way of
harping. While some aspects of the pedagogues’ lives may have attained “myth-like” status,
these narratives or tales have nonetheless shaped the generations of harpists that
followed—harpists who must now navigate the harp’s storied past to find their own sense of
identity and purpose.
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CHAPTER III
THE RISE OF FEMALE HARPISTS IN PROFESSIONAL ORCHESTRAS

The harp’s historic gender connotations (explored in Chapter I) set the stage for a U.S.
female harp majority leading into the twentieth century. This larger population of female
harpists, coupled with the perceived “feminine” identity of the harp, ultimately resulted in
women being able to secure early orchestral positions in professional ensembles, paving the way
for future female inclusion in traditionally male workplaces.
Female harpists were no strangers to the rosters of some of the first professional
ensembles in North America. As introduced in the previous chapter, although many of the
principal harpists in emerging U.S. orchestras consisted of European men, they were often
supported on second harp by American women, some of whom were students of those men. Due
to the scarcity of male harpists and the frequent shifting around of orchestral appointments,
women were sometimes temporarily appointed as principal harpists, presumably until a male
replacement could be found. In other cases, which will be discussed in the body of this chapter,
women occasionally had the opportunity to hold longer-term principal roles. Of note, the prestige
and recognition surrounding these appointments would not immediately follow.
World Wars I and II significantly impacted the gender breakdown, not only of principal
harpists, but of all instrumental sections; however, unlike many other instrumental groups,
female harpists would become permanent additions to the ensemble. As bringing over European
harpists, the primary source of male harpists for the U.S., became difficult or impossible,
orchestras turned inward to employ increasing numbers of American citizens. These American
harpists were almost exclusively women. Charismatic teachers such as Salzedo and Grandjany,
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as well as “forward-thinking” conductors such as Leopold Stokowksi would expedite the
inclusion of female harpists into principal roles in the mid-twentieth century, although in all
likelihood, these figures were merely products of a changing society that slowly began to open
up more opportunities for women. From approximately the 1930s onward, women made up the
majority of harpists employed in the top professional ensembles, a majority which has only
become more extreme leading up to the present. Growing numbers of women were also engaged
in principal roles during the interwar period, a figure which was slightly slower to rise compared
to the total number of female harpists hired. Only recently have the proportions of principal
female harpists to overall female harpists employed reached figures similar to those of their male
counterparts.
The harp’s unique position as the first instrument that permitted women to enter
professional ensembles bears some analysis. In media and broader-focused research on women
and music, the female harpist has often been dismissed as an anomaly, so “obviously feminine” a
role that it does not merit a place in women’s battle for equality. I aim to change the narrative to
portray the harp as an instrument of female empowerment in light of its über-feminine past. It is
precisely the harp’s connotations in the late nineteenth century that allowed female harpists to
expeditiously obtain prestigious positions, not only because there were more women playing the
harp, but because of the ways in which society at-large viewed the instrument. Since the harp
was regarded as softer in sound and a vehicle of Romantic ideals, the notion of a woman
assuming such a role in professional settings was more readily accepted, especially as it did not
otherwise threaten the career of a male contender. Furthermore, the harp’s physical and musical
role in the orchestra in many ways reflected the role of women in the home—in a corner and

92

predominantly out of sight, largely silent, always supportive, and beautiful when periodically
placed on display.
I aim to combine an analysis of never-before compiled data from orchestra rosters with a
philosophical speculation as to why women were allowed in these roles in the first place to
provide a clearer hypothesis as to how harpists became a lasting female majority on the
orchestral stage beginning in early mid-century America. This research aims to fill the gap in not
only harp research, but research about the gender breakdown of orchestras over time; this will
nuance when and in what quantities significant changes occurred in the hiring process. By
relying on data rather than on personal narratives, which have largely influenced harp
scholarship to date, I aim to expose how certain stories of “female firsts” in the harp world, while
still significant, were often not “firsts” at all, but rather indicators of how society recognized the
accomplishments of women differently over time. I also hope that others will utilize the
information I have compiled to expand upon my research on historical and evolving instrumental
biases, particularly as they pertain to the topics of professionalism and women in the workplace.

The evolution of female harpist employment in U.S. orchestras
The history of female employment in orchestras has become a focal point in feminist
scholarship on women and music, as it is representative of a historical and ongoing movement to
achieve equal consideration and fair compensation for jobs. Although women were for many
years encouraged to pursue leisurely musical activity in the home, they were barred from more
“serious,” predominantly male, professional music outlets. The justifications for their exclusion
were based on falsehoods that perpetrated a backward social order. At the height of European
Romantic orchestral traditions in 1881, Ernst Rudorff, deputy director of the Berlin Königliche
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Hochschule für Musik, denounced the practice of letting women take part in musical activities at
the conservatory in a letter to its director Joseph Joachim:
I would like to ask you to consider seriously whether it is right for us to allow women to
take part in orchestra classes and performances. They add nothing to the orchestra
performances; indeed, I am more and more convinced by the last few rehearsals that the
weak and uncertain playing of the young girls not only does no good at all but actually
makes the sound indistinct and out of tune [...] It is bad enough that women are meddling
in every possible place where they don’t belong; they have already taken over in almost
every area of music. At the very least, we have to make sure that orchestras will not have
men and women playing together in the future.1
Inherent in this letter is an insecurity about women “taking over” the realm of men
“where they don’t belong,” with only a weak argument about their inability to perform well in
the ensemble offered as justification. Similar views were adopted by others who felt threatened
by women’s inclusion in musical ensembles. For instance, women were often portrayed as
lacking in fortitude for the requirements of a job (outside the home). A 1908 U.S. Supreme Court
case limited the number of hours women could work in a day with the justification that “women
are fundamentally weaker than men in all that makes for endurance: in muscular strength, in
nervous energy, in the powers of persistent attention and application,” a sentiment that
re-emerged in a statement by Raymond Paige, music director of the Radio City Music Hall
orchestra in 1952: “instruments requiring physical force are a dubious choice, partly because
women lack the strength for them, partly because the spectacle of a girl engaging in such
physical exertions is not attractive.”2 This latter quotation ties in with another argument
commonly used to discourage women from participating in professional ensembles: their doing
1

Briefe von und an Joseph Joachim, ed. Joseph Joachim and Andreas Moser (Berlin, 1913), 3: 230–31, quoted in
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so would be unflattering and “unwomanly,” not to mention incompatible with the demands of
wife- and mother-hood. And perhaps the most thinly-veiled attempt yet at preventing women
from more prestigious work comes from a particularly vocal member of the historically
conservative Vienna Philharmonic in 1996, just a year before harpist Anna Lelkes gained formal
admittance into the ensemble as its first-ever female member after over twenty years of
unofficial service:
The way we make music here is not only a technical ability, but also something that has a
lot to do with the soul. The soul does not let itself be separated from the cultural roots
that we have here in central Europe. And it also doesn't allow itself to be separated from
gender.3
It is no accident that the first appointed female member of the Vienna Philharmonic was a
harpist, much like it is no mystery that from the very emergence of professional ensembles,
female harpists have claimed a spot onstage. This is because none of the arguments used to
prevent female instrumentalists from participating in professional ensembles applied to harpists:
firstly, the harp was not viewed as a particularly “physically demanding” instrument (even
though the pedals require significant effort, albeit a largely invisible one, and the instrument is
difficult to transport); secondly, the harp was considered an “attractive” instrument for women to
play, as it favorably displayed their “feminine graces”; thirdly, the harp had deep associations
with the Romantic feminine ideal, and therefore as an instrument directly in contact with the
soul; and perhaps most importantly, hiring a female harpist would not have taken a position away
from a man due to the overall scarcity of male harpists. For these reasons and more, which will
be explored later in the chapter, female harpists became outliers in the history of female
inclusion in professional ensembles. However, although their presence set an important
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precedent for female participation in professional orchestra ensembles, harpists, like their female
instrumentalist colleagues, did not gain immediate recognition for their contributions, nor did
they benefit from the prestige of holding permanent principal positions until broader social
changes occurred, even if they were the first female instrumentalists to obtain such
appointments.

Graphic representations of harpist gender breakdown in orchestras
To better understand the lasting ramifications of the harp’s feminization dating back to
the eighteenth century on the heavily-skewed female majority of professionally-employed
harpists in orchestras today, I collected and organized data from orchestra rosters into tables and
graphs that reveal how the harp both followed and differed from larger hiring trends and
demographic shifts across symphonic ensembles. I was motivated in part to conduct this research
after noting, on several figures compiled by Sergeant and Himonides in their recently published
article “Orchestrating Sex: The Representation of Male and Female Musicians in World-Class
Symphony Orchestras,” that the harp was the most female-skewed instrument and, second only
to the tuba, the most gendered instrument in a current study of 40 orchestras from the UK,
Europe, and USA, as well as completely dominated by women in “Big Five” U.S. orchestras.4
Phelps, in her dissertation “Beyond auditions: gender discrimination in America's top
orchestras,” observed that 95% of all principal harpists in “Top 15 American Orchestras” in 2019
were female, counting 18 women and only 1 man (in San Francisco Symphony), but that women
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instrumentalists made up only 35% of these “Top 15” ensembles.5 The overwhelming female
harpist majority in these studies suggested to me that there was a significant underlying cause,
which I have aspired to address in the body of this dissertation in the absence of any other known
sources that offer insight into the evolution of harpist employment prior to the 1940s.6
I compiled tables (Appendix D) and created graphs (figs. 3.1, 3.2, and 3.3) of formally
employed harpists (in principal and non-principal positions) spanning over a hundred years
utilizing rosters collected from the archival departments of “Top Ten” U.S. orchestras. I chose to
collect data from “Top Ten” orchestras, which I have defined as including the Boston Symphony
Orchestra, Chicago Symphony Orchestra, Cincinnati Symphony Orchestra, Cleveland Orchestra,
LA Philharmonic, National Symphony Orchestra, NY Philharmonic, Philadelphia Orchestra,
Pittsburgh Symphony Orchestra, and San Francisco Symphony, as not only did these ensembles
recently boast some of the highest salary rates for their musicians (and therefore serve as better
representations of women’s path to wage equality and thus “professionalism”), but also because
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they are some of the oldest U.S. institutions, offering the ripest opportunities for early data
sampling.7

Fig. 3.1. Gender breakdown of harpists employed in “Top Ten” U.S. orchestras (Graph by Chelsea Lane).

Fig. 3.1 displays the gender breakdown of all rostered harpists in principal, associate, and
sometimes even substitute or temporary positions, represented in ten-year intervals, to provide a
general overview of the changing landscape of harpists employed in “Top Ten” U.S. orchestras
leading up to today. The graph reveals that from almost the very emergence of U.S. orchestras,
7
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female harpists have played a role onstage, a privilege that their female instrumentalist
colleagues would wait many more years to obtain. By the 1930s, female harpists outnumbered
male harpists, a majority that would only continue to grow leading up to the present. While there
is scant research on the evolution of the gender breakdown across instruments in U.S. orchestras,
Macleod’s table in Women Performing Music implies that virtually no other instrument besides
the harp (and keyboard) would obtain a female majority before the 1970s, making these findings
all the more significant. The moment at which the gender balance officially tipped female
leading into the 1930s could be explained in part by the world wars, which depleted the number
of available male musicians, and societal changes that resulted in orchestras slowly opening up
their doors to female hires: for instance, the Cleveland Orchestra admitted four women in 1923,
the San Francisco Symphony admitted five women in 1925, and the Philadelphia Orchestra
admitted two women in the early 1930s, among whom was the first officially recognized U.S.
principal harpist, Edna Phillips.8 These are but a few of the early female admits to “Top Ten”
ensembles. Furthermore, given the fact that the highest profile ensembles were often slower to
admit women, one might reasonably expect that these numbers would only be higher in other
regional orchestras.
Although women—and especially harpists—were gaining access to these professional
outlets, they did not necessarily reap the benefits of such renown, nor did they gain instant access
to tenured principal roles. This subtlety, as it applies to harpist employment, is apparent in figs.
3.2 and 3.3, which display the proportions of total female harpists to principal female harpists
and total male harpists to principal male harpists, respectively.
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Fig. 3.2. Percent female harpists in principal roles in “Top Ten” U.S. orchestras over time (Graph by Chelsea Lane).

Fig. 3.3. Percent male harpists in principal roles in “Top Ten” U.S. orchestras over time (Graph by Chelsea Lane).
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The visual representations of the differing percentages of employment in principal roles
by gender are quite telling: male harpists have always boasted close to a 1:1 ratio of employment
in principal positions, whereas only in the past ten to twenty years have women achieved parity.
For most of the twentieth century, only about 50% of female harpists employed attained
“principal” status. However, in comparison to Sergeant and Himonides’s graph of compiled data
from 40 international ensembles displaying the 2019 percentage of all principal female
instrumentalists at 16.8% and that of co/sub/associate-principal chairs at 35.18%, these figures
appear much higher.
Gender inequality, however, is not the only factor at play in shaping figs. 3.2 and 3.3.
Whereas in the past, numerous ensembles would hire a permanent second harpist or associate
harpist, more recently, orchestras have limited the section to one principal harpist, employing
substitute second harpists only when needed. As many women in the past occupied these
secondary roles, the nearing of the female harpist ratio to 1:1 in the past twenty years is more
clearly interpreted. Other attributes, such as the bell curve in male harpist employment peaking
around 1910, can be explained by variations in roster maintenance over time. In this particular
instance, the NY Philharmonic’s having been split into two separate ensembles prior to 1928
(namely, the NY Symphony Society from 1877 to 1928 and NY Philharmonic from 1842 to
1928, which merged into the New York Philharmonic-Symphony Society Orchestra), along with
their meticulous records of all harpists employed (including substitutes) during this period,
caused a spike in the data. Various other skewing and approximations in all three figures
necessitate additional clarification in my method of data collection, which I have outlined below.
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Data collection, problems of representation, and additional observations
Although the benefit of justifying early female harp employment and its progression over
the past century with hard figures is invaluable to the field of harp and gender research,
compiling and cleaning data from these “Top Ten” orchestras provided its challenges.
Firstly, not all orchestras kept detailed roster accounts back to their founding dates (for
example, the LA Philharmonic archival department only lists three principal harpists employed
throughout its history), and those that did often lacked principal or substitute role specifications
(the Pittsburgh Symphony, for instance, only listed these designations beginning in 1969, and the
Chicago Symphony Orchestra did not officially roster the harp position until the 1957–58
season).9 Many ensembles also relied on programs to compile historical rosters, often only
counting those musicians hired for the first performance of a season.10 Therefore, if a substitute
harpist was used, or if only one harp was needed on that particular program, available data about
which harpist(s) were employed at the ensemble in question could potentially be misleading.
Some of these historical archives also contained unexplained gaps in their seasonal program
listings (e.g. the Cincinnati archives lacked programs from 1907–1909, 1909–1910, 1937–1946,
and 1951–1972—whether these gaps could be accounted for due to lack of concerts or missing
information was unclear); in such cases, I did not count any harpists employed during those years
if I did not find supporting data elsewhere. Sometimes the gaps that players took themselves in
service (for war, maternity leave, sabbatical, etc.) were counted, and other times not (for
instance, the NY Philharmonic did not factor in gaps of service—if a musician played for one
9

In the interest in minimizing skewing due to my own selection of harpists I knew to be employed in the LA
Philharmonic over time (such as Alfred Kastner, who served as principal harp from 1919 to 1936, or his student Ann
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orchestral rosters.
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season in 1920–1921, left the orchestra, and then returned to play for five seasons in 1925–1930,
they would be listed as having served 1920–1930). Because of the variation across ensembles in
roster-keeping practices, I lumped together spans of ten years and designated any player that
served at least one year as a principal harpist as having done so for their entire term of
employment to diminish possible skewing of data.
Secondly, in the interest of presenting as complete a picture as possible, I chose both to
include data from the founding dates of these ensembles (despite a possible skewed result prior
to around 1900, since only half of the ensembles were founded by then) and take educated
guesses as to a particular harpist’s gender and designated role in the ensemble when such
information was not made explicit.11 I always cross-referenced my collected and assumed
information with any available resources I could find online, including, but not limited to the
roster collections hosted on Stokowski.org.12 Otherwise, I relied on my knowledge of
traditionally male- and female-coded names from the relevant eras to determine gender, and I
compared harpists’ dates of employment with the known positions of their contemporaries to aid
in the process of identifying those in principal or secondary roles. In addition to my confidence
in this added data being fairly high, at least 72.36% of the data can be identically reproduced by
perusing the same resources I used to compile the data (a percentage I arrived at by dividing
those positions I was certain about by the total number of positions I marked and included in the
graph). I feel that despite some uncertainty in the data, the overall trends do not suffer too much
from these smaller inconsistencies based on the way I have chosen to visually represent the
information.
11
The “Top Ten” orchestras surveyed were founded in the following order: NY Philharmonic (1842), Boston
Symphony Orchestra (1881), Chicago Symphony Orchestra (1891), Cincinnati Symphony Orchestra (1894),
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Thus, anecdotal evidence such as Spiller’s claim that “[f]rom at least 1930 onward,
harpists were assumed to be female unless marked specifically as ‘male,’” can now be supported
with concrete evidence.13 However, there is still information that cannot be represented by
numbers or a graph, such as the reasons behind these early female harpist hirings, as well as the
professional climate into which these women entered as sole female members of “Top Ten”
ensembles, the former of which will be explored below, and the latter of which will be expanded
upon in Chapter IV.

The harp’s “non-threatening” identity
The graphs make one point evident: male harpists have never been wanting for principal
positions in professional ensembles, even if their kind has been few in number. This male
scarcity is intrinsically linked to the reasons for a female harp-playing majority, namely, the
harp’s historic feminine connotations and status as a parlor instrument (see Chapter I), initial
poor earning potential, and particular musical identity in performance, notably orchestral
settings. All these factors furthermore resulted in female harpists being more readily (although
still reluctantly) accepted into professional ensembles than their female instrumentalist
colleagues.

A scarcity of male harpists
Building off the harp vogue at the turn of the century (see Chapter I) and the emergence
of higher-level institutions eager to fill their harp studios (see Chapter II), the twentieth century
saw a continued increase in the number of harpists and the quality of such performers. In 1926
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Salzedo estimated that there were some 3,500 harpists in the United States.14 By 1948, he
claimed that the figure had grown to roughly 4,000 harpists, 200 of whom were “first class,” but
only 30 of whom were “really tops.”15 While these guesses likely do not accurately depict the
numbers of total harpists in the U.S., they show that the harpist population was growing and that
the U.S. possessed enough internal talent to fill already-limited orchestral spots for harpists. The
numbers particularly seemed to spike between the end of WWI and the onset of the Great
Depression. Akron harp instructor Harry Chalmers claimed that the quantity of harps in Ohio
drastically increased from 1918 to 1928, from four harps in the entire state to twenty-one harps
in just one of its cities, Akron. 16 These figures likely indicate the nation-wide boom in the
number of harpists during this time.
Of this relatively small, albeit rising, number of harpists, the vast majority were women.
This phenomenon was not limited to the U.S. A desperate attempt to find a male harpist for a
new youth band in London in 1928 reveals both the scarcity of men as well as the bias against
hiring female harpists in Europe: “[o]nly women answered repeated advertisements and appeals,
but at last two male harpists were found after scouring England and the whole of Europe.”17 The
United States Marine Band similarly lamented the lack of available male harpists twenty years
later in 1948 (as women were not openly permitted in the band until 1973), which a newspaper
reporter summarized as such:
The United States Marine Band needs a male harpist, and how! […] Male harpists are a
scarce species. Very few of the country’s major symphony orchestras have them, the
exception being the Boston Symphony, the New York Philharmonic Symphony, and the

14

“Lauds Harp as Wonder Instrument,” The Los Angeles Times, March 27, 1926, 22.
Randolph Norton, “Lauds Charlotte Musician: World’s Top Harpist Started As Pianist,” The Charlotte Observer,
January 15, 1948.
16
“Attorney Gets Free Harp Instruction,” The Akron Beacon Journal, June 20, 1928, 7.
17
“Male Harpists Found After Long Search,” The Evening Sun, Baltimore, October 29, 1928, 8.
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Cleveland Orchestra. [sic] Maybe I’ve overlooked one or two, but that’s the general
situation. Somehow, harp playing doesn’t appeal too much to males.18
In actuality, the author of this newspaper article overestimated the already-small number of men
employed in principal harp positions, as Alice Chalifoux was employed with the Cleveland
Orchestra at the time.
In accounting for such a shortage of male harpists, the Rochester paper Democrat and
Chronicle was not the only source to point out that “harp playing doesn’t appeal too much to
males.” A columnist for the New York Herald Tribune in 1960 suggested that “American males”
avoided the instrument because it was “effeminate,” building off of Salzedo’s complaint that he
“wish[ed] people would stop associating harps with angels. It’s bad enough that American boys
already think the harp’s a sissy instrument.”19 Beyond—or perhaps because of—the fact that the
harp’s historical gender connotations coded the instrument female, the small numbers of male
harpists might have also been due to initial poor wages in ensembles (covered in Chapter I) and
the cost of entry to mastering the instrument. Salzedo argued in another source that perhaps his
species was a rarity because “it takes a good many years to become accomplished with the [harp]
and few men are able to sustain themselves for that period of time without bringing in the money
which they would earn on a regular job.”20 That being said, Salzedo can hardly speak for all male
orchestral harpists, as he only played with the Metropolitan Opera from 1909 to 1913, after
which time he primarily pursued a career as a pedagogue, chamber musician, and soloist.
Nevertheless, as the harp is not needed on every orchestral program, it is quite possible that the
18

“Male Harpists Scarce, Santelmann Finds,” Democrat and Chronicle, October 31, 1948, sec. 10E. For historical
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admit, a French horn player who was reluctant to be the “first” and eager to prove that she was, as she described it,
“not a Woman’s Lib militant,” see Gunnery Sergeant Amanda Simmons, “Women Celebrate 40 Years in the Marine
Band,” Notes: Published for the friends of “The President’s Own” (May/June 2013): 1.
19
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20
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Spiller, “A Queer Organology of the Pedal Harp,” 116.
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position was more poorly paid than other principal instrumentalists, an additional deterrent for
career-minded men. Sometimes, men might have even been passed over by hiring managers in
favor of cheaper female harpists: one newspaper article from 1896 alluded to the fact that the NY
Philharmonic chose to hire a female harpist, Mrs. Langford, rather than re-engage John Cheshire
because they could get away with paying her less due to her non-union status.21 Furthermore, as
seen in Chapter II, the harp has long battled to become accepted by audiences as an instrument
capable of performing alone, limiting solo career options for those interested in making a living
out of concertizing. It is thus likely no coincidence that many of the European male harpists who
came to the U.S. to hold orchestral positions also secured teaching positions at prominent
conservatories.

Early female orchestral harpists
Due to the relatively low numbers of high-caliber male harpists, particularly in the U.S.,
ensembles often relied on available female harpists to fill these roles. The first “principal”
harpists employed in the Cleveland Orchestra (Carmela Chiostergi, née Cafarelli) and San
Francisco Symphony (Gisella von Gizycki) were women; after their first seasons as acting
principals, however, they were replaced with men. Similar trends could be observed throughout
the early twentieth century in high-profile ensembles: in the earliest days of the NY
Philharmonic, for example, various women (including Madame Apollonie [or Apollonia]
Maretzek [1875–1878], Miss Elizabeth Sloman [1877–1878], Miss [Anna] Winch [1885–1886,
1888–1891], Mme. Adelina Regis-Rossini [1903–1906], and Ada Sassoli [1913–1914] ) served
short terms as principal harpists before being replaced with more permanent male harpists.
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With time, the dwindling numbers of male harpists, exacerbated by a lack of European talent
availability during the world wars, resulted in female harpists moving from temporary positions
to longer-term, sometimes even tenured positions.
However, the phenomenon of relying on female harpists to fill orchestral roles was by no
means limited to twentieth-century U.S. ensembles. In Europe as early as the mid-nineteenth
century, accounts given by composers such as Hector Berlioz (included in Chapter I), and
drawings, such as fig. 3.4 that depicts a performance of Liszt conducting his oratorio The Legend
of St. Elizabeth, in Pest, Hungary in 1865, place female harpists onstage alongside a mass of
male musicians.

Fig. 3.4. Franz Liszt conducts a performance in Hungary in 1865, Drawing, Illustrated London News.

In fig. 3.4, the harpist not only stands out because she is the only member of the ensemble
wearing a large dress, but also because she is positioned near the center of the frame next to the
commandeering Liszt. A photograph taken some fifty years later of the Bayreuth Festival harp
section similarly draws one’s eyes to the female member, as she is both situated in the middle of
the group and dressed in all white (see fig. 3.5).
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Fig. 3.5. Harp ensemble of the Bayreuth Festival Orchestra, 1911, Photograph, in “Historical Images,” Clive Morley
Collection, https://www.morleyharps.co.uk/. Reproduced with permission of the Collection.

The female harpist’s striking pose, in which she is standing up and grabbing the harp from its
column, stands in contrast to the first row of male harpists who are engaged in active playing
positions and the male harpists to either side of her, one of whom appears to be gazing at her.
These images seem to imply that in some ways, the female harpist was viewed as a novelty in
male-dominated groups. Or, as the famous English composer Ethel Smyth so succinctly
described it in 1934, “[...] [the female harpist’s] colleagues rather cherish this solitary
white-armed presence in their midst, much as the men in the Welch [sic] regiment cherish the
regimental goat.”22
However, harpists did not always take center stage: the fact that orchestras placed the
harp toward the back of the ensemble with increasing frequency in the early twentieth century
suggests another possible explanation for allowing the inclusion of a female harpist, namely that
22
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she wouldn’t be as noticeable in the predominantly male ensemble. One has to look closely at
early photos from U.S. orchestral ensembles to discern that the harpist is in fact female, such as
those which can be seen in figs. 3.6 and 3.7 of the Chicago Symphony Orchestra (1943) and
Cleveland Orchestra (1946), respectively.
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Fig. 3.6. Photograph of the Chicago Symphony Orchestra in 1943, “125 Moments: 031 Désiré Défaut,” as reproduced in the CSO Archives, modified December
29, 2015, https://csoarchives.wordpress.com/.

111
Fig. 3.7. Photograph of the Cleveland Orchestra in 1946, “Cleveland Orchestra Principal Musicians,” as reproduced in the Leopold Stokowski Site, accessed July
25, 2021, https://www.stokowski.org/.

In the Chicago Symphony Orchestra photograph (fig. 3.6), the second harpist is female, but the
first harpist is male; and in the Cleveland Orchestra photograph, (fig. 3.7), the principal harpist
Alice Chalifoux is pictured as belonging to a small female minority, who are largely obscured
from sight and, with the exception of Chalifoux, do not appear to hold principal positions.
As late as 1990, principal flutist of the Vienna Philharmonic Dieter Flury staunchly
opposed women’s inclusion in the ensemble, but accepted the presence of two female harpists
due to their being so removed from sight: “[w]e have a male harpist, and two ladies. If you ask
how noticeable the gender is with these colleagues, my personal experience is that this
instrument is so far at the edge of the orchestra that it doesn't disturb our emotional unity [...].”23
Thus, although hiring female harpists might have been a necessity, there is reason to suggest that
they were not entirely unwelcome in these roles due to the nature of the instrument and its
orchestral identity, namely one that shared the dual existence of shining in the spotlight and
blending into the background.
These identities, which in many ways reflect the role women played in domestic settings,
manifested themselves both physically on stage, as witnessed above, and musically. Victorian
notions leading into the twentieth century held that, as the music scholar Heaman explains,
“[p]aradoxically, women were discouraged from making public displays, but were themselves a
kind of spectacle for the male gaze.”24 The orchestral harp served as a vehicle by which women
could reconcile public and private behavior in a socially acceptable way. For the majority of
pieces in the orchestral repertoire, the harp remains silent or provides accompaniment to a larger
orchestra fabric for long periods of time (as seen in Chapter I), but occasionally, it will act in a
23
William Osborne, “Tokenism and Firings,” http://www.osborne-conant.org/ten- years.htm, as translated from the
West German State Radio program “Musikalische Mysogynie” WDR - Radio 5, Musikpassagen; 10.05 Uhr, 13
February 1996, http://www.osborne-conant.org/ten-years.htm, quoted in Phelps, “Beyond auditions: gender
discrimination in America's top orchestras,” 34.
24
E. A. Heaman, “Taking the World by Show,” The Canadian Historical Review, 78, no. 4, December 1997, 603,
https://muse-jhu-edu.ezproxy.gc.cuny.edu/article/590199/pdf.

112

brief solositic fashion while playing a cadenza. Thus, the harpist as an extension of the ornate
instrument she plays might have been perceived as an elegant statue that only moves when
prompted to do so. Harpist Artiss de Volt in her biography on Alfred Holý further elucidates the
comparison between the harp’s role on stage and women’s role in daily life by telling a story
about a “cynic” who “once compared the harp in the orchestra with a mundane woman in a
conservative society circle”:
She is not among those invited to an old-fashioned family gathering, but as soon as it is
supposed to be an event she is present—attractive in her makeup and glittering with gold
and jewelry. Her way of speaking is tender and sweet, sometimes brilliant, and although
she seldom has great things to say, the others in general will let her put in her word.25
While this metaphor does not portray the harp in a favorable light, it does provide some insight
as to how others, particularly men, might have viewed the instrument as a beautiful, but
“inferior” member of the ensemble, one that would be “well-suited” to women.

Summary
The primary source material and data I collected help to explain why orchestral female
harpists have become a trope and to clear up some common misconceptions surrounding their
employment. The prevalence of female harpists in U.S. orchestral roles over time is due to a
combination of factors—economical, ideological, environmental, and social—and not solely to
the reductive assumption that “the harp is female.” Furthermore, the graphs show that early
principal positions were in fact held by a male majority, despite an early female presence on
stage. The research also reveals that some women even held principal positions in the
formational years of “Top Ten” ensembles, contrary to common belief that Edna Phillips was the
first female to obtain such an appointment in 1930. Nevertheless, significant changes in society
25

Artiss de Volt, Alfred Holý: Memoirs (Lyra Music Company: Sea Island, GA, 1985), 96.
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resulted in new prestige and acknowledgement for women like Phillips around the 1930s, a
turning point for the gender ratio of principal harpists. Chapter IV seeks to explain the
mythography of “firstness” surrounding the principal orchestral appointments of three female
students of Salzedo, Phillips, Chalifoux, and Meyer, during this time in order to further nuance
the history of both female harpists’ employment in U.S. ensembles and women’s larger path to
gender equality.

114

1

3

4

6

7

8

9

10

12

13

15

16
17

18
19
20

21

23

24
25

26

27

28

29
30

31

32

33

34

128

36
37

39

40

41
42
43
44

45
46

48
49
50

51

52

53
54

55

56
57

58
59

61
62
63

65

66

67
68

70

71

72

74

75

76

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

11

12

13

14

15

16

17
18

19

20

153

154

168

169

